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 ABSTRACT 
 
 
Kingdom Imagination and the Church: 
Fostering Faithful Nonconformity Through Ecclesial Practices 
Jonathan W. Crandall 
Doctor of Ministry 
School of Theology, Fuller Theological Seminary 
2017 
 
Christians cannot participate in the realization of God’s kingdom if they are too 
immersed in the kingdoms God seeks to redeem. Current research indicates that several 
dominant societal patterns have become normative within worshiping communities in 
contemporary America. Romans 12:1-2 and the precedent of the first century church in 
Rome indicate that the church is to be a community of faithful nonconformists, resisting 
influential cultural patterns and participating in the transformative telos of the divine 
king. This study explores the ecclesial implications of this statement in American context. 
First, this work identifies several dominant cultural themes in America and 
presents research indicating that contemporary worshiping communities have been 
dramatically shaped by these social constructs. Second, this research presents exegetical 
commentary on Romans 12:1-2 and socio-cultural analysis of the first century Roman 
church. It is concluded that Romans 12:1-2 presents an imperative to resist adaptation to 
cultural patterns that do not align with the will of God, and to become transformed 
individuals partnering with God’s saving purposes for his creation. This imperative is 
here identified as kingdom imagination. The first Christians in Rome offer several 
examples of fidelity to Paul’s exhortation; these are elucidated. Third, this research 
proposes an ecclesial strategy for engaging in kingdom imagination, concluding that 
kingdom imagination can be fostered through the implementation of ecclesial 
frameworks as formative concepts, narratives as formative constructs, rituals as formative 
customs, and disciplines as formative exercises.  
Finally, five particular examples of ecclesial frameworks are presented in this 
work, each reinforced by a specific narrative, ritual, and discipline. Worshiping 
communities are encouraged to pursue kingdom imagination through incorporating the 
five frameworks provided here into their corporate experience. Churches are also 
encouraged to pursue additional frameworks, thoughtfully adapting the strategy proposed 
here according to their own contexts, theological emphases, and divine callings. 
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How do good men become part of the regime? They don’t believe in resistance. 
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PART ONE 
THE ADAPTIVE CHURCH 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 Breakfast is served all day in a popular family restaurant in a midsized 
Midwestern city. The walls boast an exhibition of antiquity, a nostalgic memorial to a 
less anxious era of American life. The menu invites the customer to join the restaurant's 
text club, endorse them on social media, and download their phone app. The connected 
customer is promised special offers and weekly prizes. A server pours coffee and sets a 
plate of pancakes atop a placemat that doubles as a marketing tool for other businesses 
and services in the local area. Each advertisement competes for the diner's attention. 
Here, while she sips her coffee, the customer is invited to patronize local businesses in 
order to have her car repaired well, heat her house efficiently, choose a beautiful casket, 
and visit a church voted “best place to worship” five years in a row.1 
 
Imagine 
 “Sleepwalkers of the world, awake!”2 This exhortation from theologian Kevin 
VanHoozer echoes another theologian, the apostle Paul, who adamantly declared to the 
first Christians, “do not be conforming yourselves according to this age, but be 
continually transformed” (Rom 12:2).3 This is a call for Christians to foster an awareness 
of the inconspicuously intrusive, deeply influential, nature of culture. VanHoozer 
clarifies, “Christians cannot afford to continue sleepwalking their way through 
contemporary culture, letting their lives, and especially their imaginations, become 
                                                     
1 This is a description of a restaurant I visited personally in September 2016. 
 
2 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Charles A. Anderson, and Michael J. Sleasman, eds., Everyday Theology: 
How to Read Cultural Texts and Interpret Trends, Cultural Exegesis, (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 
2007), 18. 
 
3 Translation mine. See Chapter 2, footnote 2. 
3 
conformed to culturally devised myths.”4 Evidence suggests that the church in America 
has been sleepwalking; in many ways, the church seems indistinguishable from the 
culture it seeks to redeem.5 Ron Sider laments this state of the church, asking, “Why 
are . . . nonconformists – the Christians who live like Jesus – so few?”6 Conformity is 
normative.  
 N. T. Wright, theologian and Bible scholar, asserts that the gospels set forth a 
narrative that presents the inauguration of God’s kingdom as a contrast to the prevailing 
culture of Roman governance as well as a departure from Israel’s anticipated means of 
the realization of God’s universal reign. Accordingly, Wright suggests that the intent of 
the gospel narratives is to “[stimulate] the imagination” of the gospel readers.7 “Imagine 
that this, rather than something else, is what it would look like when God became king.”8 
Nonconformity requires imagination. 
 The Roman Empire no longer exists as it did for the first readers of the New 
Testament. The contemporary church does not live under Roman imperial rule. It is, 
however, susceptible to the constant influence of cultures, environments, and ideas that 
have tremendous spiritual, psychological, and social influence.9 These are contemporary 
                                                     
4 Vanhoozer, Anderson, and Sleasman, Everyday Theology, 21. 
 
5 This evidence is delineated below beneath the subheading “The Adaptive Church.”  
 
6 R. J. Sider, Living Like Jesus: Eleven Essentials for Growing a Genuine Faith (Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 1996; reprint, Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2015), 32. 
 
7 N. T. Wright, "Imagining the Kingdom: Mission and Theology in Early Christianity" (lecture, 
University of St Andrews, Fife, Scotland, October 26, 2011), accessed April 17, 2015, 
http://ntwrightpage.com/Wright_StAndrews_Inaugural.htm. 
 
8 Ibid. 
 
9 Urie Bronfenbrenner, The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by Nature and Design 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979), 264-265. The study of social ecology is established upon the 
4 
kingdoms, and the gospel invitation, proclaiming its narrative through the lens of the 
eschatological hopes of Israel’s scriptures, is to imagine a divine kingdom that “confronts 
and overthrows the kingdoms of the world.”10 Centuries after these texts were written, the 
invitation to imagine remains embedded within the narratives of God’s interactions with 
his creation. This is an invitation to kingdom imagination. 
 
Thesis 
 
 Worshiping communities can effectively engage in kingdom imagination, 
realizing the scriptural imperative of Romans 12 and emulating the precedent of the first 
century church, by adopting particular ecclesial frameworks, communal narratives, and 
formative practices that foster faithful nonconformity and kingdom transformation. This 
is the thesis of this work. The following research seeks to support this thesis through 
defining kingdom imagination, exegeting Romans 12:1-2, studying the nonconformity of 
the first century church, and pursuing ecclesial strategies that empower the church to live 
in fidelity to its historical beginnings and scriptural calling to transform its context in 
continuity with the telos of the divine kingdom. 
 This research is structured around two foundational tasks. The first task of this 
research is to identify the church’s call to live and act as faithful nonconformists within 
dynamic influential contexts. The second task is to delineate particular frameworks and 
strategies which can assist the church in actively pursuing this call. 
 
                                                     
idea that the multiple systems in which persons are situated influence their development. Bronfenbrenner’s 
entire work attests to this. 
 
10 Wright, “Imagining the Kingdom.” Also see Daniel 2:44. 
5 
Structure 
 The first three chapters will primarily serve the first research task. The first 
chapter will identify five dominant cultural themes in America and present research 
indicating that contemporary worshiping communities have been dramatically shaped by 
these social constructs. The second chapter will consider a scriptural basis for kingdom 
imagination by exegeting Romans 12:1-2 and considering Scripture’s call to 
nonconformity in changing contexts. The third chapter will seek to further define 
kingdom imagination through historical research on the first century Roman church. 
 The final two chapters will primarily serve the second research task. The fourth 
chapter will offer a working definition of kingdom imagination and transition to offering 
proposed practices for pursuing that call. The fifth chapter will identify specific 
expressions of these proposed practices that might be adopted and integrated as practical 
strategies for pursuing kingdom imagination in the context of worshiping communities. 
Finally, a summary of the research and conclusions made will be offered in support of the 
thesis of this work.  
 
Presuppositions 
Foundational for this work is the belief that Christian scriptures are authoritative 
and instructive texts. It is acknowledged that these texts were originally written in a 
particular context for a specific purpose within that context; nevertheless, these texts 
continue to convey divine revelation for humankind’s participation in God’s active 
redemptive work within his creation. In faithfulness to this revelation, a Trinitarian 
perspective is adopted, “[affirming] the work of the [Holy] Spirit in the present time in 
6 
anticipation of the reconciliation of the world to God as promised through Jesus Christ.”11 
The following research and conclusions presuppose these convictions. 
 
Delimitations 
 Several fields of study are necessarily relevant to the topic of this research, 
including ecclesiology, sociology, biblical studies, history, theology, ethics, and ritual 
studies. Each of these fields represents an extensive body of research and this present 
work is limited in scope. It is necessary, therefore, to clarify the particular parameters for 
this research in order to maintain the integrity of the research and the validity of the 
conclusions. 
 The cultural referents within this work are specifically considered within a 
contemporary western context; likewise, the proposals of this work are primarily 
addressed to the American church. Several of the conclusions of this work should, 
however, be relevant for churches outside the American context and beyond the present 
era. The concept of kingdom imagination addressed herein is intentionally defined 
through scriptural exegesis and dynamic analogy. Consequently, the principles of 
kingdom imagination are applicable in changing environments.  
 This study presents potential strategies by which worshiping communities might 
creatively envision and realize the reign of God as an alternative to formative social 
norms. A short passage of Scripture has been chosen to serve as a foundational text for 
this research, and a method of dynamic analogy has been adopted as a systematic 
approach for considering the contemporary significance of the selected first century text 
                                                     
11 Ray S. Anderson, The Shape of Practical Theology: Empowering Ministry with Theological 
Praxis (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 111. 
7 
and its original readers’ corresponding experiences in societal context.12 This research 
will seek to maintain fidelity to the selected biblical text and the explicit structure 
established by the dynamic analogy. 
 Specific cultural patterns will be addressed as significant and influential themes in 
contemporary context. This work is not intended to offer a comprehensive social or 
ethical commentary on twenty-first century social patterns; to do so is beyond the scope 
and intent of this research. History is dynamic, as is the countercultural identity of the 
church and the will of God in particular environments.13 These cultural motifs addressed 
herein should considered with respect to that dynamism.  
 Several specific ecclesial attributes and practices are encouraged in this work. 
There are many possible narratives, rituals, and disciplines that might be adopted in the 
act of communal formation. The practices addressed herein are admittedly a small 
representation of those. The frameworks and respective practices proposed below have 
been chosen according to three specific criteria.  
 First, they have been chosen because they have been deemed pertinent to the 
definitive attributes of kingdom imagination. In other words, these frameworks address, 
in varied ways, the identity of the church as a community of faithful nonconformists. 
These frameworks, likewise, directly reflect the research on the focal biblical text and the 
applied hermeneutic of dynamic analogy. The relevance of each framework will be 
discussed in detail in chapter five. 
                                                     
12 The concept of dynamic analogy is considered at length in Chapter Three. 
 
13 Michael Jinkins, The Church Faces Death: Ecclesiology in a Post-Modern Context (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1999), 4. 
8 
 Second, these frameworks and practices have been chosen for their applicability 
in the context of community. It is the conviction of this work that God’s kingdom 
effectively engages history through an interdependent community of covenant people.14 
The church is paramount for transforming society through nonconformity. There is, 
notably, a reciprocity of influence between individuals and the church.15 Narratives, 
rituals, and disciplines can certainly be individually applied and practiced, and can 
benefit the personal and spiritual maturity of the individual, and consequently the faith 
community. These constructs, therefore, will ideally effect changes both individually and 
corporately. For this work, however, they have been selected primarily as frameworks 
and practices to be adopted in the corporate context.  
 Lastly, an attempt has been made to remain ecumenical in the following 
proposals. These frameworks are intentionally discussed apart from denominational 
specificity. Some traditions may be more or less comfortable with certain practices 
addressed here. Churches are encouraged to consider this research and adapt its proposals 
to their own particular settings, traditions, and convictions.
                                                     
14 Stanley J. Grenz, Theology for the Community of God (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing, 
2000), 480, 544. 
 
15 Ibid., 480. 
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CHAPTER 1 
THE ADAPTIVE CHURCH 
 
 Culture is powerful and formative. It assiduously influences the identity formation 
and practices of individuals, systems, and institutions.1 The dominant cultural themes of 
America shape the populace through shared ideals, rituals, customs, and pursuits. They 
are self-perpetuating constructs that become integrated into the fabric of society, 
indiscriminately inviting participatory and ideological assent. Concerning these 
influences, Dr. VanHoozer states, “It helps to be able to name the powers and 
principalities that vie for the control of one’s mind, soul, heart, and strength.”2 This is the 
task undertaken here. Four cultural patterns that have come to define American life will 
be briefly considered. These include individualism, competition, consumerism, and 
digital diversion. Together, these cultural motifs have contributed to a pervasive sense of 
anxiety among Americans. This deepening cultural malaise will also be addressed below. 
 
 
 
                                                     
1 A broad and diverse body of sciences have attested to this. See Barbara Rogoff, The Cultural 
Nature of Human Development (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 10. Also see Bronfenbrenner, 
The Ecology of Human Development. 
 
2 Vanhoozer, Anderson, and Sleasman, Everyday Theology, 20. 
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Individualism 
 Social researchers Christian Smith and Melinda Lundquist Denton conclude that 
“[Americans] are nearly without exception profoundly individualistic.”3 Individualism 
has become a social norm in America that paradoxically represents a shared cultural 
experience, and yet effects social dissolution. Individualism promotes the assumption that 
people “have full control over their individual biographies,” and consequently causes 
both institutions and people to withdraw, either actively or passively, from offering or 
receiving collective input or support.4 Individualism presumes autonomous authority and 
volitional freedom. Accordingly, the individualistic American rejects the idea that any 
external construct, ideology, or environment has the power to influence who they are 
becoming.5 Individualism, therefore, is a strong deterrent to nonconformity; it is difficult 
to be a nonconformist when one does not acknowledge forces of influence. 
Individualism engenders social fragmentation. It does not necessarily oppose 
relationships, but it rejects corporate obligations apart from those which promote personal 
gain.6 Scholarship suggests that for the individualist, generally, “relationships and group 
memberships are impermanent and nonintensive.”7 This worldview has tremendous 
implications for the ecclesial affirmations and experiences of the modern church. 
                                                     
3 Christian Smith and Melinda Lundquist Denton, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual 
Lives of American Teenagers (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 143. 
 
4 James Côté, Arrested Adulthood: The Changing Nature of Maturity and Identity (New York: 
New York University Press, 2000), 146, 150. 
 
5 Smith and Denton, Soul Searching, 144, 233. Also see Daphna Oyserman, Heather M. Coon, and 
Markus Kemmelmeier, “Rethinking Individualism and Collectivism: Evaluation of Theoretical 
Assumptions and Meta-Analyses,” Psychological Bulletin 128, no. 1 (2002): 5. 
 
6 Oyserman, Coon, and Kemmelmeier, “Rethinking Individualism and Collectivism,” 43, 4-5. 
 
7 Ibid., 5. 
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Individualism is definitively self-motivated; it espouses social independence and 
is preoccupied with personal endeavors.8 Personal needs are elevated and the needs of 
others are neglected.9 The effects of this are pervasive in the experience of children and 
adolescents, many of whom are being raised in families that encourage autonomy over 
familial commitments.10 The ideal of individualism does not simply affect the individual; 
it can also change systems and institutions. Children today are finding themselves 
abandoned by institutions that were initially committed to their nurturance.11 
Consequently, adolescents adopt similar attitudes in their personal relationships and 
respective contexts, “presuming autonomous, individual, self-direction to be a universal 
human norm and life-goal.”12 Accordingly, this ideology is reintroduced into society and 
reinforced through the lives of those who inadvertently inherit it. Conformity perpetuates 
the constructs it fails to resist.  
 
Competition 
 America is a competitive society. The autonomy of individualism does not 
encourage cooperation, it incites competition. The emphasis of individualism on personal 
                                                     
8 Ibid. 
 
9 Côté, Arrested Adulthood, 150. 
 
10 David Elkind, Ties That Stress: The New Family Imbalance (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1994), 63. 
 
11 Chap Clark, Hurt 2.0: Inside the World of Today's Teenagers (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 
2011), 28ff. 
 
12 Smith and Denton, Soul Searching, 143. 
12 
success as a meaningful pursuit, coupled with the prevailing perception and fabrication of 
scarcity, inevitably leads to competition.13   
 Competition finds expression in social, economic, political, educational, 
recreational, personal, and even religious pursuits. The concept is fueled by the 
comparative self-worth encouraged by individualism. This causes constant competition 
for social status. In America, there is a narrowing of available means for establishing 
worth. Intrinsic value is undermined by the elevation of extrinsic, culturally fabricated 
measures of success that are limited in quantity and necessitate constant competition. 
Ultimately, such competition cultivates a relentless cycle of discontentment, for value is 
always measured through comparison with others.14 
 Competition is established on the principle of limited goods. If the prize sought 
were available in unlimited quantity, there would be nothing to compete for. There would 
be nothing to gain at the expense of another. Competition is an act of expressing desire 
for something that one does not have. It is an act of covetousness. One does not need to 
covet what is unlimited in availability. Covetousness occurs in part as a result of the 
perception of scarcity.15  
Walter Brueggemann, theologian, and Frances Moore Lappé, social activist, both 
refer to the perception of limited resources as the myth of scarcity. These two authors 
represent different fields of study, and their discussions concern different types of 
                                                     
13 Oyserman, Coon, and Kemmelmeier, “Rethinking Individualism and Collectivism,” 5. Also see 
Walter Brueggemann, "The Liturgy of Abundance, the Myth of Scarcity," Christian Century 116 (1999). 
 
14 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, “If We Are So Rich, Why Aren't We Happy?,” American 
Psychologist 54, no. 10 (1999). 
 
15 Brueggemann, “The Liturgy of Abundance, the Myth of Scarcity,” 343. 
13 
resources. Both of them, however, contend that the myth of scarcity actualizes the very 
concern it perpetuates.16 The relentless pursuit of goods at the expense of others 
cultivates a growing disparity between those in competition. This is augmented by an 
“escalation of expectations” that corresponds with habituation of one’s personal gains or 
achievements.17 The result of this constant struggle is an increasing imbalance in 
resources. The myth of scarcity effects competition. Competition, in turn, effects scarcity. 
Criminologist Elliott Currie asserts, “In the culture of contingent worth, it is rarely 
good enough merely to do well; [one must] do better than others.”18 Dr. Stanley Eitzen 
also summarizes the culture well. He states, “Americans demand winners, whether in 
school, business, politics, or sport. Coaches are fired if they are not successful; teams are 
booed if they play for ties. Super Bowl losers are defined as losers, despite being second 
best. . . . Second is losing. The only permissible placement is first.”19 In this way, value 
determination is limited by societal expectations, and the myth of scarcity is perpetuated. 
Noted scholar, Mahali Csikszentmihalyi associates the limitation of value 
determinants with social attempts to quantifiably measure all things. Consequently, he 
argues that the “dollar is the common metric by which to evaluate every aspect of human 
action. The worth of a person and of a person's accomplishments are determined by the 
price they fetch in the marketplace.”20 In other words, competition is directly associated 
                                                     
16 Ibid.; Frances Moore Lappé, “The Scarcity Myth,” The Ecologist, March, 2003. 
 
17 Csikszentmihalyi, “If We Are So Rich, Why Aren't We Happy?,” 823. 
 
18 Elliott Currie, The Road to Whatever (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2004), 68. 
 
19 D. Stanley Eitzen, “The Paradox of Sport,” World & I 11, no. 7 (1996). 
 
20 Csikszentmihalyi, “If We Are So Rich, Why Aren't We Happy?,” 823. 
14 
with consumer culture. The commodification of personal value and the perception of 
scarcity sustain competition. These are both inherently consumeristic.  
 
Consumerism 
 
 America is a consumer driven culture obsessed with materialism, saturated in 
commercialism, and motivated by profits and promises of personal fulfillment. This 
society of consumer culture pressures individuals to adopt the “belief that it is important 
to pursue the culturally sanctioned goals of attaining financial success, having nice 
possessions, having the right image (produced, in large part, through consumer goods), 
and having a high status (defined mostly by the size of one’s pocketbook and the scope of 
one’s possessions).”21 Ultimately, therefore, consumerism determines the objectives of 
one’s life; it sets parameters for personal ambition, placing all significance in the pursuit 
of quantifiable assets. 
 The pursuit of consumerism is never ceasing, as the culture constantly encourages 
increased consumption.22 This results in perpetual habituation and dissatisfaction.23 It 
also has the capacity to “detract people from investing . . . in activities that are more 
likely to bring fulfillment . . . such as intimate, fulfilling personal relationships or 
community involvement.”24 Consumerism promotes divisions within society, as groups 
                                                     
21 Tim Kasser et al., “Materialistic Values: Their Causes and Consequences,” in Psychology and 
Consumer Culture: The Struggle for a Good Life in a Materialistic World, eds. Tim Kasser and Allen D. 
Kanner (Washington, DC: American Psychological Association, 2003), 13. 
 
22 Ibid., 11-12. Also see Smith and Denton, Soul Searching, 176ff. 
 
23 Csikszentmihalyi, “If We Are So Rich, Why Aren't We Happy?” Also see H. Dittmar, 
Consumer Culture, Identity and Well-Being: The Search for the 'Good Life' and the 'Body Perfect' (New 
York: Psychology Press, 2008), 200-203. 
 
24 Dittmar, Consumer Culture, Identity and Well-Being, 202. 
 
15 
of people are defined by the assets they acquire.25 The divisions foster a drive to 
accumulate the necessary resources to establish a sense of self-confidence. The 
prioritization of accumulating goods, in turn, necessitates the devaluation of relationships 
and of concern for the welfare of others. Relationships then become a means of acquiring 
assets or validation for oneself. These are interdependent effects of consumerism. 
The culture of consumerism is inescapable. In the last few decades, there has been 
a significant increase in quantity and types of consumer goods available, an expansion of 
possible platforms for marketing and consumption, and an introduction of new financial 
lending options.26 Inextricably linked with all of this is the “pervasiveness of advertising 
in everyday life.”27 This cultural worldview is not subtly influential, it is intentionally 
marketed. Consumerism is propagated through multiple mediums, including the 
commercial, entertainment, and technology industries.28 Digital media is an essential 
component of each of these and has also become a preoccupation for most Americans. 
 
Digital Diversion 
 
Americans are distracted. The attention of Americans is among the resources that 
have been commodified by the culture of consumerism.29 One of the most fundamental 
                                                     
25 Ronald K. L. Collins and Michael F. Jacobson, “Commercialism Versus Culture,” The Christian 
Science Monitor 82, (1990). 
 
26 Celia Lury, Consumer Culture, 2nd ed. (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2011), 
1-4. 
 
27 Ibid., 3. 
 
28 Kasser et al., “Materialistic Values,” 11-12. 
 
29 See Dominic Pettman, Infinite Distraction (Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2016), 31-48. Also see 
Markus Stauff, “Taming Distraction: The Second Screen Assemblage, Television and the Classroom,” 
Media and Communication 4, no. 3 (2016); Matthew B. Crawford, The World Beyond Your Head: On 
Becoming an Individual in an Age of Distraction (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2015), 3ff. 
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contemporary marketing tools is the internet. The majority of Americans are subject to 
the mass capitalization of attention through the mediums of modern technology. Media 
researcher, Dr. Markus Stauff, articulates the cultural effect of perpetual connectivity and 
the expanding landscape of digital mediums.30 He states, “The simultaneous use of 
different media with allegedly each specific forms of temporality intensifies both the 
menace of constant distraction and the promise of micro-managed attention.”31 The 
attention of Americans has been diverted through the proliferation of digital media and 
frequent internet access. This is digital diversion.  
Digital diversion has undeniably become a cultural norm in America. At the time 
of this research, according to the Pew Research Center, 87 percent of Americans use the 
internet, and the majority of American workers access social media while on the job.32 
The numbers are even greater among teenagers, 92 percent of whom access the internet 
daily, 91 percent using mobile devices. Most of these teenagers access the internet 
frequently or constantly every day.33 Six years ago, predating substantial increases in 
mobile media, the Kaiser Family Foundation determined that youth ages eight to eighteen 
                                                     
30 This terminology is directly adapted from the following article: Gary Small and Gigi Vorgan, 
“Meet Your Ibrain,” Scientific American Mind 19, no. 5 (2008). 
  
31 Stauff, “Taming Distraction,” 186. 
 
32 Monica Anderson and Andrew Perrin, “13% of Americans Don’t Use the Internet. Who Are 
They?” Pew Research Center, Washington D.C., September 7, 2016, accessed September 9, 2016, 
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/09/07/some-americans-dont-use-the-internet-who-are-they/; 
Amy Mitchell, “Key Findings on the Traits and Habits of the Modern News Consumer” Pew Research 
Center, Washington D.C., July 7, 2016, accessed September 9, 2016, http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-
tank/2016/07/07/modern-news-consumer/; Kenneth Olmstead, Cliff Lampe, and Nicole B. Ellison “Social 
Media and the Worlplace” Pew Research Center, Washington D.C., June 22, 2016, accessed September 9, 
2016, http://www.pewinternet.org/2016/06/22/social-media-and-the-workplace/. 
 
33 Amanda Lenhart, “Mobile Access Shifts Social Media Use and Other Online Activities,” Pew 
Research Center, Washington D.C., April 9, 2015, accessed June 15, 2015, 
http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/04/09/mobile-access-shifts-social-media-use-and-other-online-activities/. 
17 
were exposed to ten hours and forty-five minutes of media daily, most through digital 
technology. This exposure occurred within seven and a half hours of actual time invested 
in media.34 
The effects of these technological preoccupations impact individuals and society 
in incredibly significant ways. All of the cultural elements addressed above find 
expression in this extensive media exposure. Through digital media, individualism, 
competition, and consumerism are each a daily conspicuous presence in the lives of most 
Americans.35 These definitive aspects of modern society become embedded in the 
worldviews of those who are constantly exposed to them, creating individuals who 
sustain and advance these dominant themes through adherence to the beliefs and 
activities they represent.36 
The extensive connectedness of modern society does not only influence ideology; 
it has the capacity to alter brain structure. Some of the effects of such changes are, 
admittedly, potentially positive.37 The negative effects, however, are significant. There is 
a paradoxical relationship between isolation and connectedness that has come to 
                                                     
34 Victoria J. Rideout, Ulla G. Foehr, and Donald F. Robers, “Generation M2: Media in the Lives 
of 8- to 18-Year-Olds,” Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, 2010, accessed October 1, 2016, 
https://kaiserfamilyfoundation.files.wordpress.com/2013/04/8010.pdf. The difference in exposure time and 
actual time is a reflection of attending to multiple media sources simultaneously. 
 
35 Craig Detweiler, Igods: How Technology Shapes Our Spiritual and Social Lives (Grand Rapids: 
Brazos Press, 2013), 147ff. Also see James Côté, Youth Studies: Fundamental Issues and Debates (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 130ff. 
 
36 Kasser et al., “Materialistic Values,” 12. 
 
37 Small and Vorgan, “Meet Your Ibrain.” These authors address benefits including increased 
peripheral vision, an increased ability to sift through large amounts of information, and increased 
multitasking skills. All of these, however, come at the expense of traditional learning skills and social 
skills. 
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characterize modern technology.38 Despite constant technological communication 
between individuals, the neurobiological consequences of digital diversions include the 
decline of human interpersonal communication skills.39 The brain is not equipped to 
handle continuous external strain on attention.40 The external focus that accompanies 
digital diversions inhibits internal reflection which in turn curbs the development of “the 
integration in our inner lives that cultivates our insight and empathy.”41 This, 
consequently, affects the quality of interpersonal relationships, and the social fabric of 
culture runs the risk of deterioration.42 
There is an additional paradox of digital diversion in which online experiences are 
sought out as a distraction from the difficult realities of the world and yet anxiety is 
augmented by the presumed remedy.43 “Technology helps us manage life stresses but 
generates anxieties of its own.”44 Dr. Sherry Turkle argues that such anxiety results from 
a lack of autonomy, an exaggerated fear of traumatic events, or a preoccupation with 
maintaining one’s online image.45 Dr. Gary Small suggests that heightened stress may be 
associated with the habitual need for connectivity, the constancy of living in a state of 
                                                     
38 Pettman, Infinite Distraction, 32. 
 
39 Small and Vorgan, “Meet Your Ibrain.” 
 
40 Ibid. 
 
41 Daniel J. Siegel, Brainstorm: The Power and Purpose of the Teenage Brain (New York: 
Penguin Group US, 2013), 113. Also see: Sherry Turkle, Alone Together: Why We Expect More from 
Technology and Less from Each Other (New York: Basic Books, 2011), 172. 
 
42 Siegel, Brainstorm, 48ff. 
 
43 Pettman, Infinite Distraction, 123ff. 
 
44 Turkle, Alone Together, 243. 
 
45 Ibid., 241ff. Turkle offers further examples of circumstances that effect anxiety. 
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imminent crises, and the lack of reflection or thoughtfulness that occurs from this 
“continuous partial attention.”46 Americans are distracted and anxious. It is evident that, 
whatever the relationship, “anxiety is part of the new connectivity.”47 
 
Anxiety 
 
Americans are anxious. They spend exorbitant sums of money each year in order 
to alleviate their anxiety.48 Anxiety differs from the themes addressed above in that it is 
not an ideology or practice. It is, rather, a pervasive characteristic of American life that is 
a byproduct of the above themes. All of these concepts are interrelated and their 
aggregate expression in culture is replete with shadows of anxiety. Anxiety is not a 
cultural convention per se, but it has become a normative state of life in America, and is 
part of the country’s broader ecological influence.  
Anxiety is both a general and clinical term. It is experienced in varying degrees 
and is broad in its definitions. Dr. L. Kevin Chapman, clinical psychologist, and Dr. 
David H. Barlow, clinical researcher, both define anxiety in terms of perceived 
inadequacy, unpredictability, and uncontrollability with respect to future, potentially 
negative experiences.49 Anxiety is often associated with stress, worry, fear, and 
depression. 
                                                     
46 Small and Vorgan, “Meet Your Ibrain.” 
 
47 Turkle, Alone Together, 242. 
 
48 David H. Barlow, Anxiety and Its Disorders: The Nature and Treatment of Anxiety and Panic, 
2nd ed. (New York: Guilford Press, 2004), 1. Also see L. Kevin Chapman, “Why American Culture is 
Plagued by Anxiety – Two Good Reasons,” Psychology Today, January 29, 2012, accessed September 24, 
2016, https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-color-anxiety/201201/why-american-culture-is-plagued-
anxiety-two-good-reasons. 
 
49 Chapman, “Why American Culture is Plagued by Anxiety”; Barlow, Anxiety and Its Disorders, 
64. 
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The causes of anxiety are complex and multifaceted. The themes addressed 
above, however, are certainly factors to be considered. Dr. Chapman identifies the 
“normalcy bias” of culture and “achievement motivation” as two “potential culprits” for 
American anxiety; both, he explains, are inherently individualistic.50 He is directly 
implicating consumerism, competition, and individualism in the culture of anxiety. 
The consumer mindset, by definition, necessitates a constant need to accumulate 
more. All the while, however, it places limits on the availability of resources, creating a 
“restricted repertoire” of what is considered valuable.51 The perception of limited sources 
of value then fosters an environment of unrelenting possessiveness. This creates a 
scenario of competition, striving constantly for that which is guarded and consumed by 
others. The sources of value Americans seek are seemingly unattainable, or at least, 
unmaintainable. The constant promise of a better life, regardless of how good one’s life 
currently is, leaves one’s “sense of self . . . destabilized and fractured.”52 This is how 
eagerness is transformed into felt inadequacy and uncontrollability, that is, anxiety.53 
Dr. Chapman is not alone in his assessment about the cultural contributors to 
anxiety. Scholars from several disciplines agree. Ronald Collins and Michael Jacobson 
address the issue of commercialism, which shapes consumer culture. They argue that it 
“promotes envy, creates anxiety, and fosters insecurity.”54 Walter Brueggemann, Bible 
                                                     
50 Chapman, “Why American Culture is Plagued by Anxiety.” 
 
51 Csikszentmihalyi, “If We Are So Rich, Why Aren't We Happy?,” 824. 
 
52 Mark Clavier, Rescuing the Church from Consumerism (London: SPCK Publishing, 2013), 46. 
 
53 Ibid., 46-49. 
 
54 Collins and Jacobson, “Commercialism Versus Culture.” 
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scholar and theologian, similarly asserts that the story of our consumer culture “gives us a 
present tense of anxiety, fear, greed, and brutality.”55 Dr. Madeline Levine stresses that 
the affluence to which the consumeristic American aspires is itself a catalyst for 
heightened anxiety.56 Dr. Dominic Pettman, cultural theorist, argues that anxiety is 
culturally advanced through the economy of consumer society in a technologically driven 
context.57 
A society characterized by individualism, consumerism, competition, and digital 
diversion is an anxious society. This is the culture of America. This is the ecological 
context of the modern American church.  
 
An Adaptive Church 
 An incredible array of scientific fields consistently attests to the fact that human 
development is unquestioningly linked with cultural factors. Award winning 
psychological researcher, Dr. Barbara Rogoff, has written extensively on the relationship 
between development and cultural influence. She calls attention to the “interdisciplinary 
approach involving psychology, anthropology, history, sociolinguistics, education, 
sociology, and other fields . . . [that] together are sparking a new conception of human 
development as a cultural process.”58 The American church, both in its local expressions, 
and its broader self, is part of this process. The church is firmly embedded within a larger 
                                                     
55 Brueggemann, “The Liturgy of Abundance, the Myth of Scarcity,” 344. 
 
56 Madeline Levine, The Price of Privilege (New York: HarperCollins, 2009), 20ff. 
 
57 Pettman, Infinite Distraction, 124-25. Also see Crawford, The World Beyond Your Head, 174ff, 
245. 
 
58 Rogoff, The Cultural Nature of Human Development, 10. 
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ecology of influence. It is an institution that is susceptible to adapting to the culture and 
simultaneously advancing these cultural themes.59 In other words, the church and its 
participants are affected by culture.60 
 The contemporary American church has adapted to several cultural norms, 
including those addressed above. The language of “cultural captivity” has often been 
used to identify this plight of the American church.61 Dr. Soong-Chan Rah explains, “The 
church remains the church, but we more accurately reflect the culture around us rather 
than the characteristics of the bride of Christ. We are held captive to the culture that 
surrounds us.”62  
 The greatest testimony to individualism’s influence on the church is, perhaps, the 
reduction of Christianity “to a personal, private and individual faith.”63 Rah offers an 
important distinction between the process of individuation and individualism. 
Recognizing God as one who cares about and draws near to the individual is vital. The 
church, however, has emphasized the personal to the extent that it has diminished the 
                                                     
59 Ibid., 261, 47ff. Rogoff's entire text is a testimony to the dynamic formative relationship 
between institutions, individuals, and culture as a whole. 
 
60 Using Bronfenbrenner’s theory, the local church interacts as a microsystem that impacts human 
development, and that interacts within a mesosystem, all the while influenced by the changing patterns of 
the macrosystem of Western culture. All of this emphasizes the reciprocal and multifaceted relationships 
between the culture, the individual, and the church. For Bronfenbrenner’s theory see Bronfenbrenner, The 
Ecology of Human Development. 
 
61 A brief overview of this language is offered in: Soong-Chan Rah, The Next Evangelicalism 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2009), 20ff. 
 
62 Ibid., 21-22. 
 
63 Ibid., 30. 
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corporate identity of the called-out community. Rah refers to this process as the “tyranny 
of individualism, leading to personalism and privatism.”64  
 The emphasis on individualism in the church is evident in several aspects of 
worship. Many modern worship songs are replete with references to a seemingly private 
God. The songs are often sung in a corporate worship setting, but the singular personal 
pronoun is conspicuous in songs sung in churches across the country.65 At the time of this 
research, fifteen of the twenty most reported songs sung in North American churches 
emphasized individual language over corporate language.66 Bible studies, small groups, 
and sermons also bear the marks of individualism. The Bible is read primarily with a 
view to personal benefit and application, sermons echo this task, and group Bible studies 
often serve to meet individual therapeutic needs.67 At the core of individualism is an 
overemphasis on the self. This emphasis, along with the culture of anxiety, results in the 
pursuit of a personally therapeutic religion. 
 Smith and Denton have identified the dominant current religious ideals of 
American teenagers, and consequently their churches, with what they term “Moralistic 
Therapeutic Deism.”68 The teenagers surveyed mostly asserted that “religion makes them 
feel good, that it helps them make good choices, that it helps resolve problems and 
                                                     
64 Ibid., 33. 
 
65 Ibid., 35ff; Also see Thomas  Bergler, From Here to Maturity: Overcoming the Juvenilization of 
American Christianity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2014), 12, 125ff. 
 
66 This information is public and accessible through the Church Copyright License website: 
https://us.ccli.com/worship-resources/top-songs/. I accessed the site on September 29, 2016. 
 
67 Rah, The Next Evangelicalism, 33-35. 
 
68 Smith and Denton, Soul Searching, 162ff. 
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troubles, that it serves their felt needs.”69 The authors translated these facets of teenage 
Christianity into the overarching concept of Moralistic Therapeutic Deism. They argue 
this unofficial religion is shaped by, functions easily within, and contributes to, the broad 
social context of mass-consumer capitalism.70 Smith and Denton’s research clearly 
reinforces the problem of cultural conformity in the contemporary American church. 
Their words on conformity, consumerism, the culture, and church merit inclusion here: 
“The more American people and institutions are redefined by mass-consumer 
capitalism’s moral order, the more American religion is also remade in its image. 
Religion becomes one product among others existing to satisfy people’s 
subjectively defined needs, tastes, and wants. Religious adherents thus become 
spiritual consumers uniquely authorized as autonomous individuals to pick and 
choose in the religious market whatever products they may find satisfying or 
fulfilling at the moment. And the larger purpose of life comes to be defined as 
optimally satiating one’s self-defined felt needs and desires, as opposed to, say, 
attaining salvation, learning obedience to God, following the Ten 
Commandments, achieving enlightenment, dying to oneself and serving others, or 
any other traditional religious purpose.”71 
 
The American church no longer reflects an alternative kingdom to the ones that surround 
it. Rev. Dr. Mark Clavier appears justified in vehemently declaring consumerism “the 
single most powerful and pervasive religion the world has ever known.”72 
 Dr. Scott Bader-Saye, Christian ethicist, addresses how “Christian subculture 
reproduces secular culture at its most problematic level: its commitment to defining all 
life choices as consumer choices.”73 Bader-Saye draws attention to the capitalization of 
                                                     
69 Ibid., 148. 
 
70 Ibid., 174ff. 
 
71 Ibid., 176. 
 
72 Clavier, Rescuing the Church from Consumerism, 1. 
 
73 Scott Bader-Saye, Following Jesus in a Culture of Fear (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2007), 20. 
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fear in order to promote and market Christianity’s seemingly endless subculture of 
consumer products, including books, music, apparel, trinkets, and much more.74 
Individuals and organizations that identify as Christian are manufacturing therapeutic 
responses to an anxious culture, competing for the attention of the consumer in a digital 
world, and marketing their “Christian” stamped products as safe countermeasures to 
fearful Americans. 
 Not only subcultural expressions of the church are being marketed, however. It is 
not simply mints, movies, keychains, and stones that are competing in the market 
economy.75 Consumerism commodifies; the church itself has been commodified, and has 
simply become a product “to be evaluated and purchased.”76 Churches have begun to 
measure success in the same way that businesses do, and congregants are functioning as 
consumers choosing churches that best meet their personal felt needs. Churches compete 
for attendance and finances, and success is often perceived as dependent upon these 
measures.77 
 The modern church’s perceived need to compete for consumer attention augments 
cultural conformity. The church seems to believe that it must conform to modern cultural 
themes in order to remain relevant as a faith community. Dr. Thomas Bergler documents 
this, detailing the church’s history of seeking cultural significance through 
accommodating the expectations and ideals of society’s youth, who are developmentally 
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75 “Cross Worry Stones” are just one simple example of religious merchandisers marketing to fear. 
These can be purchased from several online retailers.  
 
76 Rah, The Next Evangelicalism, 55. 
 
77 Ibid., 54ff. 
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susceptible to the influence of the status quo and inundated with the commercial 
expressions of a formative culture.78  
 The church, despite its efforts, is not often a good competitor in consumer society. 
Clavier articulates this well, “churches almost inevitably end up being poor or amateurish 
expressions of consumerism. Why rely on churches to meet one’s consumer needs when 
so many others do it with more facility?”79 The contemporary cultural response to 
competition in consumer society is marketing. The church has not neglected this strategy. 
 Stated succinctly, “marketing the church is hot.”80 Philip Kenneson and James 
Street expressed concern about this trend several years ago. The statement is no less true 
now than it was then. It may look different, on account of the increase in attention to 
digital diversions, but the emphasis has not mitigated. Book titles are sufficient to reveal 
this trend. Recent church marketing texts include the following: Digital Marketing for 
Churches that Want to Succeed, Marketing Like Jesus: 25 Strategies to Change the 
World, and Why Apologize for Church Marketing: Why Your Church Membership is 
Aging.81 This is a small representation of the voices advocating for, and profiting from, 
church marketing strategies.  
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80 Philip D. Kenneson and James L. Street, Selling Out the Church: The Dangers of Church 
Marketing (Nashville: Abingdon, 1997; reprint, Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2003). 
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 The great irony is that the church that seeks relevancy through cultural 
accommodation may in fact be declining for that very reason. As the church reshapes 
itself according to the ideals of consumerism and individualism, “it surrenders its reason 
for existence and becomes merely a matter of consumer taste,”82 an institution promoting 
autonomous faith, thereby denigrating communal involvement or responsibility.83 “By 
both allowing itself to be reshaped by consumerism and failing to take a more critical 
stance against it, the Church has largely encouraged its own decline.”84 
 The church in America has passively adapted to the norms of the society it has 
been commissioned to transform. Rev. Dr. Clavier asserts that the reason the church has 
such difficulty competing in society is precisely because the “gospel contains elements 
that are difficult to translate into consumerist values.”85 The American church, Rah adds, 
has become a “comfortable church, but not a biblical church.”86 
 The church must renew its commitment to faithful nonconformity and kingdom 
transformation, resisting the trajectory of culture that deviates from the telos of the divine 
kingdom. It must begin again to imagine what it truly looks like “when God [becomes] 
king.”87 This is the heart of the Paul’s message in Romans 12. This is central to the 
experience of the first Christians in Rome. This is kingdom imagination.
                                                     
82 Clavier, Rescuing the Church from Consumerism, 5. 
 
83 N. J. Demerath, III, “Cultural Victory and Organizational Defeat in the Paradoxical Decline of 
Liberal Protestantism,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 34, no. 4 (1995): 38. Also see Rah, The 
Next Evangelicalism, 54ff. 
 
84 Clavier, Rescuing the Church from Consumerism, 5. 
 
85 Ibid. 
 
86 Rah, The Next Evangelicalism, 63. 
 
87 Wright, “Imagining the Kingdom.”  
  
 
 
 
 
PART TWO 
KINGDOM IMAGINATION 
  
29 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 2 
 
A SCRIPTURAL IMPERATIVE 
 
 
Worshiping communities can effectively engage in kingdom imagination. This is 
the thesis of this study. The research for this study discovered few instances where the 
terminology of kingdom imagination was previously employed.1 These instances 
demonstrated no universally accepted definition of this combination of terms. This is not 
altogether surprising, for the individual terms by which it is constructed evade universally 
accepted definitions as well. The terminology has been adopted herein as an appellation 
for the aggregate realization of the scriptural imperative of Romans 12 and emulation of 
the precedent of the first century church. Beyond this, no specific definition of kingdom 
imagination is presupposed.  
It is the hope of this study to discover a working definition of kingdom 
imagination that is informed by the chosen text and conversant with the experience of its 
original readers. Romans 12:1-2 has been chosen as the scriptural focus of this study 
                                                     
1 The most comprehensive attempt uncovered to define kingdom imagination is: Leroy Barber, 
Everyday Missions: How Ordinary People Can Change the World (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 
2012), 41ff; Also see: Dwight .J. Friesen, Thy Kingdom Connected (Ēmersion: Emergent Village Resources 
for Communities of Faith): What the Church Can Learn from Facebook, the Internet, and Other Networks 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Publishing Group, 2009), 82, 98, 172; Scot McKnight, One.Life: Jesus Calls, We 
Follow (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010). This does not exhaust the use of the term, but its use appears 
infrequent, as do attempts to define it. 
30 
because of its central role in the book of Romans and its emphasis on cultural formation 
and spiritual transformation. The experience of the Roman Christians has been elected to 
be a part of this study because they were the first to read Paul’s letter; their attempts to 
faithfully adhere to Paul’s mandates are undoubtedly useful for discerning contemporary 
relevance of the text. The meaning of kingdom imagination, accordingly, will be 
explored below through scriptural exegesis and historical considerations. The defining 
characteristics of kingdom imagination revealed therein will be delineated in chapter 
four. 
 
Romans 12:1-2: An Exegetical Commentary 
 
 Romans 12:1-2 will serve as the primary text for the following exegetical 
considerations. The particulars of the translation presented here are detailed below. In 
Romans 12:1-2, Paul writes, “Therefore, brothers, I exhort you, by means of God’s 
mercies, present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God - your true 
worship. And do not be conforming yourselves according to this age, but be continually 
transformed by the renewal of your mind, for the purpose of discerning that which is 
God’s will, what is good, pleasing, and perfect.”2 
 
 
 
 
                                                     
2 Translation mine. The following sources were consulted for this translation: The Greek New 
Testament, 4th rev. ed. (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1994); Perseus Digital Library, ed. Gregory 
E. Crane, Tufts University, accessed April 20, 2015, http://www.perseus.tufts.edu; The Online Greek Bible, 
accessed April 20, 2015, http://greekbible.com; James A. Brooks and Carlton L. Winbery, Syntax of New 
Testament Greek (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1978); Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar 
Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996). All 
future Scripture references in this work are from the New Revised Standard Version, unless otherwise 
noted. 
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Preliminary Translation Considerations 
 
Several observations from the Greek text are of particular significance for this 
study. First, διὰ (by means of) in verse one is paired with the genitive τῶν οἰκτιρμῶν 
(God’s mercies), hence the preposition suggests agency.3 Second, λογικὴν has here been 
translated as “true” in agreement with Douglas Moo’s rendering of the term.4 This will be 
addressed further in the commentary below. Third, παραστῆσαι (present) is an aorist 
infinitive. This, coupled with the sacrificial imagery, suggests a decisive and singular act. 
Fourth, συσχηματίζεσθε (conform), μεταμορφοῦσθε (be transformed), and δοκιμάζειν 
(discern) are all present tense verbs, therefore conveying a sense of continuity.5 Fifth, the 
passage begins with παρακαλῶ (I exhort), which suggests a persuasive diplomatic appeal, 
and yet asserts “an authoritative proclamation that demands serious adherence.”6 This, 
coupled with observation of the “rhetorical power” of συσχηματίζεσθε (conform) and 
μεταμορφοῦσθε (be transformed) as imperatives, gives weight to the assertion that this 
passage can justifiably be considered a scriptural imperative.7 
 
 
 
                                                     
3 This is consistent with the NRSV and others, which choose “by,” but counters the NIV 
translation “in view of,” which would suggest the pairing of the preposition with an accusative object. 
 
4 Douglas J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 751-752. 
 
5 Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 485. Wallace asserts that the present tense 
imperative “generally . . . [commands] the action as an ongoing process.” 
 
6 Grant R. Osborne, Romans (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2004). Also See F.F. Bruce, 
The Letter of Paul to the Romans: An Introduction and Commentary, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Wm B. 
Eerdmans, 1985), 213; Ben Witherington, III and Darlene Hyatt, Paul's Letter to the Romans: A Socio-
Rhetorical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2004), 284. 
 
7 Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 485. Here Wallace speaks of the “rhetorical power 
of the [Greek] imperative.” 
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Textual Commentary 
 
Romans 12 stands at the center of Paul’s letter. It is a point of transition from 
“instruction to exhortation; from ‘indicative’ to ‘imperative.’”8 It is a theological shift 
from addressing the righteousness of God to considering the “human righteousness that 
derives from God’s saving activity.”9 Here, Paul calls his readers to make volitional shifts 
in how they live their lives. This is not a generic appeal for ethical living, but rather a call 
to live in response to, and in reliance upon, the message of salvation that Paul has 
previously articulated. This is a call to human response and responsibility, not only 
because of God’s mercy, but by means of (διὰ) “God’s continuing gracious provision.”10  
Paul’s appeal to “present your bodies as a living sacrifice,” evokes sacrificial 
language not only from Jewish tradition, but also from Roman cultic practices. Here, 
however, the language is reframed; the concept of cultic sacrifice of the dead is replaced 
with a daily offering of the living.11 New Testament scholar Leon Morris reminds the 
student of the text of Paul’s emphasis on the Christian’s participation in Jesus’ 
resurrection. “As offered they are alive,” he states, “The sacrifice of which Paul writes is 
not the destruction but the full energy of life. It is positive and dynamic.”12 The body 
(σώμα) to which Paul refers should here be considered comprehensively. Even as animal 
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9 Witherington and Hyatt, Paul's Letter to the Romans, 3. 
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Books, 1988), 712. 
 
11 Dunn, Romans 9-16, 710. 
 
12 Leon Morris, The Epistle to the Romans (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1988), 
434. 
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sacrifices required the offering of the whole creature, so nothing short of one’s entire self 
should be offered to God.13 Accordingly, the sacrifice of self will be pleasing to God and 
holy, that is “entirely given over to God.”14 This, then, is true worship.  
There is considerable debate over the appropriate understanding of the final 
adjective in verse one. The term, λογικὴν (true), may convey a sense of that which is 
rational and reasonable, or that which is spiritual. Either of these are arguably viable 
translations. Douglas Moo, however, argues that Paul is not merely “‘spiritualizing’ the 
cult” but extending it “into every dimension of life,” so that it “is not confined to one 
place or one time;” ultimately, therefore, he manages to incorporate multiple renderings 
of the adjective in his translation, “true worship.”15 
 The transition into verse two comments on the means by which Christians might 
actively realize their “true worship” in daily contextual circumstances. The call to 
consecrate one’s self in verse one is indicative of a definitive act; the language in verse 
two, however, is indicative of continued experience.16 One cannot be a living sacrifice 
without engaging the dynamism of life. Dr. Clarence Bence articulates the cohesiveness 
of the shift between the verses. He states, “When we present ourselves in response to 
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14 Morris, The Epistle to the Romans, 434. 
 
15 Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, 751-754. Cranfield’s rendering of λογικὴν as “understanding” 
is also an encompassing rendering, see C.E.B. Cranfield, Romans: A Shorter Commentary (Edinburgh, 
Scotland: T&T Clark Ltd., 1985), 294-295. 
 
16 παραστῆσαι (present or offer) is in the aorist tense; the verbs in verse two are present tense. For 
brief consideration on this shift, see: Clarence L. Bence, Romans: A Bible Commentary in the Wesleyan 
Tradition (Indianapolis: Wesleyan Publishing House, 1996), 197-200. 
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God’s mercies, he gives us yet more grace to become transformed individuals in this 
world.”17 
 The present tense imperatives in verse two stress a certain personal responsibility, 
even as the work of God is invoked. In other words, the Christian, having chosen to offer 
her whole self to God, retains individual responsibility for who she is becoming as she 
lives and interacts within the dynamism of her lived experience in changing contexts.18 
The contrast between conforming and being transformed is clear in the text. Many 
scholars, however, warn the reader of reading perfect synonymy between the two terms. 
It is suggested that the former term, συσχηματίζω (conformed), implies an external 
change, while the latter term, μεταμορφόω (transform), implies a shift in one’s inner 
self.19 Morris addresses the subtle difference in the verbs, proposing that “Paul is looking 
for a transformation at the deepest level that is infinitely more significant than the 
conformity to the world’s pattern that is so distinctive of so many lives.”20 Some scholars 
deemphasize this difference, however, arguing that cultural forces do, in fact, shape 
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18 See Dunn, Romans 9-16, 712; Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 485; Ernst 
Kasemann, Commentary on Romans, trans. G. W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1980), 
330. 
 
19 See Witherington and Hyatt, Paul's Letter to the Romans, 286; Morris, The Epistle to the 
Romans, 435-436. 
 
20 Morris, The Epistle to the Romans, 435. 
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individuals “in every dimension of their lives.”21 It would be “unwise” to minimize the 
influential force of “the patterns of this age.”22 
 The distinction is perhaps best understood not in terms of personal influence, but 
rather in terms of eschatological consequence. The effects of temporal conformity are not 
negligible; they undoubtedly affect how one lives and understands the world. 
Transformation through God’s mercy and work of regeneration is paramount, however, 
for it reflects the identity of the Christian as one who belongs to the eternal kingdom of 
God rather than to the ephemeral kingdoms of contemporary circumstances.23 In other 
words, Christians “belong to [God’s] new order, and therefore cannot be content to go on 
allowing themselves to be continually stamped afresh with the stamp of this age that is 
passing away.”24 Ernst Käsemann, esteemed New Testament scholar and theologian, 
captures the contrast in succinct terms. He states, “συσχηματίζεσθαί is the adaptation 
while μεταμορφοῦσθαί . . . is the transformation.”25 Paul is addressing the issue of 
substituting cultural and circumstantial adaptation for true transformation in conjunction 
with, and by agency of, the creative and redeeming work of God. 
Paul speaks of the “renewal of your mind” as the expressed means of 
transformation. The renewed mind is a relinquishing of self to the direction of the Holy 
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Spirit; the objective is to “discern that which is the will of God” in particular, constantly 
changing, situations.26 The renewal of the mind “enables the believer to discern what is 
good, what is pleasing to God, and what is perfect. And having discerned it, that same 
renewal sets him to the task of performing what is seen as the will of God.”27 
This is, ultimately, a continual process of discernment and transformation through 
experience. It is also eschatologically focused. The term here rendered as “perfect,” 
τέλειον, maintains eschatological connotations. It is the final and absolute purpose of God 
toward which his will is directed, and it is the lens through which what is considered 
good and pleasing must ultimately be understood. As such, it is not achievable apart from 
divine consummation, but it may find expression in the “concrete circumstances” of life, 
and when it does, the kingdom of God is manifest.28 Those being transformed through the 
renewing of their minds will “exhibit signs and tokens of the coming order of God,”29 
and, in effect, become transforming agents of the present age rather than emulators of the 
status quo. These persons, then, exchanging egocentrism for the pursuit of God’s will, 
become true worshipers.30 
 In sum, these two brief verses extend a call for a definitive choice to devote one’s 
entire self to the work of God in historical context. Then, by means of human 
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responsibility in partnership with the redemptive work of God, the Christian is to 
continually resist adaptation to cultural forces and actively pursue alternative action 
through discerning that which is good, pleasing to God, and in service of divine purpose. 
This is Paul’s exhortation, a biblical imperative for the Roman Christians in the first 
century, as well as an imperative for contemporary Christians. This can be confidently 
asserted on account of the eschatological focus that is continually relevant insofar as God 
is still at work fulfilling his purposes in the context of creation.31 
 
Nonconformity in Dynamic Contexts:  
Toward a Theological and Ecological Perspective of Kingdom Imagination 
 
As Paul continues beyond these brief verses in Romans, the author shifts into 
ethical considerations for the Roman Christians in their particular circumstances. Some of 
his counsel may have served to stimulate the Christian imagination in the Roman context, 
a context surveyed below. Additionally, many principles are addressed that transcend 
particularity and may be confidently applied in diverse circumstances; accordingly, they 
may serve to stimulate contemporary imagination as well. It is important to note, 
however, that the instruction is particularly directed to the Roman Christians within 
historical context and accordingly precludes these chapters from being considered the 
definitive “alternative model” for the life of the transformed believer.32 The dynamism 
and comprehensiveness of eschatological renewal expressed in concrete experience 
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the dynamic nature of spiritual transformation within changing societies and systems in time. 
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necessitates a degree of ambiguity insofar as it finds its expression in complex and varied 
circumstances through time. Ernst Käsemann captures this complexity well: 
What God’s will requires of us in a given situation cannot be established once for 
all, since it may be known and done only in a concrete decision in a given 
situation. . . . Christian reason is not self-evidently oriented to the standards which 
apply elsewhere. To ask what pleases God may concretely again and again agree 
with what mankind and the world regard as necessary and desirable. But it may 
also deviate from this, since it stands dialectically opposed both to the idolizing of 
the world and to its despising, both to seeking the world and fleeing.33 
 
Such assertions may leave the hopeful Christian wondering how to act faithfully in her 
specific context; ambiguity is not ordinarily perceived as practically implementable. It is 
the hope of this study, however, to allay such perceptions of impracticability. Admittedly, 
it is “never easy . . . to ascertain the will of God.”34 Neither is it easy to resist the forces 
of culture to influence the trajectory of personal development. It is clearly possible, 
however; for Paul has eagerly encouraged his readers to do so, not alone, but rather “by 
means of God’s mercies.” It is also clearly instructed within the text.   
Dr. Clarence Bence boldy asserts that “A Christian is by nature a 
nonconformist.”35 Upon initial observation, this simple, yet significant, statement may 
seem to contradict Käsemann’s assertion above. At times, God’s will may in fact be 
aligned with the movements of an individual, community, or culture. Certainly, God’s 
will is not always antithetical to what is happening in history, though it often is. Paul does 
not, however, suggest that the Christian should never live in accordance with certain 
patterns of the world, but rather, that the Christian must not be shaped by, that is, 
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conformed to, such patterns. New Testament scholar James Dunn declares that the 
Christian mandate is to “resist . . . power structures . . . [and] behavior patterning.”36 As 
evidenced in the exegesis above, the mandate for nonconformity in the Christian is 
inextricably linked with the Christian’s identification with a kingdom and a king that 
transcends, and yet seeks to redeem, temporal experience. Christians cannot participate in 
the realization of God’s kingdom if they are too immersed in the kingdoms which God 
seeks to redeem. Martin Luther King, Jr., in a celebrated sermon on Romans 12:1-2, 
articulates the problem and solution eloquently. He states, “The saving of our world from 
pending doom will come, not through the complacent adjustment of the conforming 
majority, but through the creative maladjustment of a nonconforming minority.”37  
King’s words attest well to the intent of Paul’s imperative, that is, the call to resist 
adaptation to cultural patterns that do not align with the will of the divine king, and to 
become transformed individuals partnering with God’s saving purposes for his creation.  
Nonconformity is not synonymous with relentless opposition or antagonism. It is, rather, 
a term that opposes succumbing to forces that encourage passive assimilation of one’s 
self-understanding and behavior to particular norms. King speaks of “complacent 
adjustment.” Complacency will certainly effect conformity.  
Paul clearly understood what modern scientific inquiries have verified, that 
“social groups, cultural norms, institutions, and traditions [have the power] to mold 
patterns of individual behavior.”38 This process, however, is not simply unilateral. Dr. 
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Rogoff strongly contends that cultural and human processes are interrelated in a 
“mutually defining process.”39 This corroborates the work of Urie Bronfenbrenner, 
acclaimed authority on development, who states that the relationships between 
individuals and their environments are necessarily characterized by dynamism and 
reciprocity.40 
Three conclusive statements may be made with respect to these assertions. First, 
Christians are not exempt from the influence of cultural and historical influences, 
including the myriad of ecological systems with which they interact. Second, the cultures 
and other systems in which Christians live are themselves susceptible to change through 
the actions of the individuals whom they influence. Nonconformity, therefore, can induce 
change within the systems being resisted. Third, the default effect of passivity is 
adaptation, but intentional acts which deviate from cultural norms can generate new 
patterns of cultural influence. These principles can all be observed in the experiences of 
Paul’s audience, the first century church in Rome.
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CHAPTER 3 
 
A HISTORICAL PRECEDENT 
 
 
Any attempt to consider the implications of Scripture for contemporary 
experience must address the hermeneutical issue of applying the meaning of a particular 
historical text to a cultural circumstance alien the original context. In the present case, 
research indicates some similarities between contemporary America and historical Rome. 
The unique combination of the cultural expressions delineated above, however, is 
particular to contemporary Western culture and cannot be considered synonymous to the 
culture Paul addressed. In order to discern “common hermeneutics” with respect to 
contemporary relevance of both the biblical text and the historical experience of the first 
century Christians, a dynamic analogy has been herein adopted.1 
 
Dynamic Analogy as Hermeneutical Method 
Dynamic analogy is here understood with respect to the following principles. 
First, dynamic analogy acknowledges that “two historical situations are never totally 
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analogous.”2 Second, it discerns who “in the texts [are] most dynamically analogous to 
ourselves, our group or our people.”3 Third, it recognizes the “ambiguity of reality” in 
both the biblical and contemporary contexts; that is, it perceives the dynamism of 
context, history, culture, and personality, and does not mistake ambiguity for absolutes.4 
Finally, dynamic analogy occurs “when we identify in some ways with characteristics or 
circumstances in the text and thus participate in the tensions and resolutions of the text.”5 
Old Testament scholar James Sanders, who frequently advocates the use of 
dynamic analogy, defends the legitimacy of the practice, asserting that “the canonical 
authority for the churches’ reading the biblical texts by dynamic analogy is that of the 
called people of God being understood primarily as a Pilgrim Folk, needing to hear Our 
Lord’s challenges to take another step on the pilgrimage.”6 American Christians are 
pilgrims on this journey, even as were the first Christians in Rome. The dynamic analogy 
herein is not only applied to the previously exegeted biblical text, but to the socio-cultural 
experiences of Christians in the first century.7 This extension of this hermeneutical 
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method is consistent with the principles addressed above and serves not to identify the 
first Christians as a model community to emulate, but as co-readers of the biblical 
imperative, and as co-pilgrims facing dynamically analogous circumstances with a shared 
hermeneutic for discerning Scripture’s invitation to kingdom imagination and spiritual 
transformation.8 
 
The First Century Roman Church: A Dynamic Analogy 
 Cultural conventions that invite conformity are infinitely complex and ever 
changing. The call of the Christian is to discern the will of God in such dynamic 
circumstances. The situation of the Roman Christian was, undoubtedly, incredibly 
complex, even as the empire itself was, along with the diverse cultures, ideologies, and 
expressions with which was it was identified. In addition to the attributes of Roman 
culture which sought to shape the lives of Christians, it is important to recognize that the 
church had also to navigate the norms of its own antecedent world of Judaism.  
The scholarship on the early centuries of Rome is expansive, and there are many 
aspects of the history that are debated;9 an exhaustive review of such history far surpasses 
the extent and purposes of this study. The themes considered below are representative of 
some unifying themes in Rome’s imperial culture. These themes are relatively dominant 
in scholarship on the era and represent cultural motifs that would have been considered 
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9 E. A. Judge, "The Social Pattern of the Christian Groups in the First Century," in Social 
Distinctives of the Christians in the First Century: Pivotal Essays by E. A. Judge, ed. David M. Scholer 
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normative for citizens of Rome, and accordingly invited passive adaptation. Some of 
these were imaginatively subverted by the first Christians, as is discussed below. Some 
others may not have been, as the research for this study did not uncover a specific 
Christian response to them; however, the student of Scripture, the church, and the culture 
might certainly recognize these as possible contexts within which Paul’s exhortation 
might have been taken seriously by the church. These themes will be presented first 
without considering the church’s response to them. The church’s imaginative response to 
these conventions of Roman life will then be briefly assessed, and the reciprocal 
influence of culture in the Roman Christian experience will be acknowledged. 
 
Dominant Cultural Patterns in Rome 
 
 One of the most defining elements of Ancient Rome was its diversity. This was a 
result of the geographical extent of the empire and the effects of military conquest 
followed by an attempt to establish a unification of native populations under the auspices 
of a single power. This diversity was exceptionally evident in the rural societies which 
continued to maintain aspects of their own identity.10 This diversity, however, was 
appropriated into the self-understanding of Rome, and many dominating ideals of the 
empire along with its material culture still managed to spread throughout the provinces. 
These cultural patterns included ambitions of power and status, polytheism and the 
imperial cult, and a preoccupation with luxury and sensational diversions. 
 Ideals of power and status shaped every aspect of Roman life. Complex systems 
of achieved status were put into place and upward mobility was a common pursuit. There 
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was a “multidimensionality of stratification” wherein an individual’s status in society was 
determined through several different categorical dimensions.11 More significant, 
however, than the existence of social stratification is its adoption as the established norm 
for human ambition. E. A. Judge, noted expert on the social world of the first Christians, 
emphasizes the significance of the pursuit of status in the Roman world. He states, “The 
quest for status was itself a noble goal of human endeavor, admired even by those who 
were exploited by it.”12 The dominant culture celebrated the established hierarchy and 
especially valued political and social prominence.13 The hierarchical structure was 
evident in every aspect of life in the Roman world, including family, politics, vocation, 
entertainment, and distribution of gifts. The latter was often done by those in power to 
further secure their status with the people, the gods, and the emperor. Such gifts, 
however, were still distributed with respect to the hierarchical levels of the recipients. It 
is important to recognize that while there was certainly great disparity in rank and status, 
even slaves had the opportunity to become free citizens of the empire and attain both 
wealth and prestige in their own communities.14 Ascending the societal ladder was the 
dream and priority of the Roman populace. 
 Closely connected with the emphasis on power and status is the ideal of self. This 
is an expression of Greek thought that continued to shape the ideas of Roman life and the 
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education of the empire. The ideal of self seeks to elevate the self through the pursuit of 
wisdom and virtue. One goal of this ideal is self-protection, setting one’s self “above the 
impact of less fortunate persons;” the “perfect man . . . [sought to] insulate himself 
against the shocks of contact with others.”15 Dr. Judge calls this the “ideal of indifference 
to other people.”16 
 The diversity of the empire naturally encompassed the myriad religions of the 
varied populaces. Accordingly, a polytheistic and tolerant religious pluralism 
characterized Rome. A common identity, however, remained the intent of the empire, and 
the imperial cult was one means for accomplishing that goal; it became “one of the 
strongest unifying forces for the diverse Roman empire.”17 The imperial cult was a 
deification of both the emperors and Rome itself. It was, essentially, a celebration of 
power and military might. Many of the varied religions were practiced alongside rituals 
of the state or even assimilated elements of the imperial cult.18 Notably, the imperial cult 
was not forced involuntarily upon any community; rather, communities applied to Rome 
for permission to establish a religion of the state within their own cities. This is a 
significant commentary on the power of conformity, which compelled Rome’s people to 
voluntarily adopt this religion of “public awe and acknowledgment of imperial power” 
into their homes and communities.19 
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 “Baths, wine, and lovemaking destroy our bodies, [yet] lovemaking, wine, and 
baths make life worth living.”20 As alluded to in this second century declaration, power 
and status were not the only things pursued in Rome. The daily lives of Romans of every 
status often included a preoccupation with luxury and sensational diversions. First, as 
evidenced in the motto above, Roman baths, once implemented, became an important 
pastime. The baths were a cultural montage, combining the baths themselves with 
gymnasiums, libraries, and exhibition halls for art. These popular social settings have 
been declared beneficial, a source for cultivating physical and mental health, and an 
appreciation for “physical cleanliness, useful sports, and culture.”21 They, however, also 
created opportunities for abuses in terms of sexual impropriety and overindulgence in 
food and drink.22 Similar overindulgences occurred in the local taverns, and some dinner 
parties also offered excessive amounts of both food and wine.23 The taverns also 
functioned as gambling houses. Gambling was a serious obsession of most of Rome. This 
occurred at taverns, illegally, over games of chance, but also was a legitimate practice at 
the races.24 
 The chariot races were incredibly popular, and were characterized by gambling, 
celebration of competition, entertainment, praise for celebrities, politically motivated 
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gifts from the Emperor, and religious celebration of the empire. Charioteers became not 
just celebrities, but millionaires as well. Next in popularity were the gladiatorial contests, 
which “took one of three forms: gladiator versus gladiator; gladiator versus hungry, 
ferocious animal; and hungry, ferocious animal versus hungry, ferocious animal.”25 The 
demand for bloodshed in these contests was so great that even the attempts of some 
emperors to humanize it failed. Also popular, though less so, were other forms of theater, 
such as plays, song, and mime. The lure of the games and the theater was so great that 
close to one hundred days of the year, if not more, were set aside as holidays for 
entertainment.26 The regularity of this component of society, as well as the extent of its 
popularity would have made this a societal pattern naturally engendering conformity. The 
same could be said for the ideals of status and power, the glorification of such through 
the imperial cult, and the pursuit of luxury in excess. Surely these cultural conventions 
must have come to mind when the Roman Christians read Paul’s exhortation, “do not be 
conforming yourselves according to this age” (Rom 12:2). 
 
Nonconformity in Rome:  
Toward a Historical Portrayal of Kingdom Imagination 
 
The reaction of the Christians to their social situation . . . varied from occasion to 
occasion, depending on the conventions of the particular institution involved. . . . 
Whether socially acquiescent, socially defiant, or socially militant, it is from the 
belief that the end of all things is realized in Christ's resurrection to power, and 
from the expectation of the inauguration of the kingdom, that their attitudes are 
defended.27 
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This observation by Dr. Judge echoes Käsemann’s declaration above, emphasizing the 
need to discern God’s will in particular circumstances. Ultimately, as Judge has here 
articulated, the task is informed by the theology of the gospel and an eschatology 
established upon the reign of a resurrected divine king. Paul’s hope for the church was 
that they would understand their identity as participants in a divine kingdom, and allow 
that king and kingdom to shape them in every aspect of their lives, thereby engaging in 
true worship. Of course, this meant pursuing nonconformity with the temporal kingdom. 
Additionally, it meant pursuing creative alternatives to the expectations of their 
immediate culture when those expectations contradicted what the church deemed good, 
pleasing, and in service of the divine king’s purposes. This is “imagining” what it 
“[looks] like when God [becomes] king” in the particular context of imperial Rome.28 
Paul’s hope for the church, therefore, may be confidently considered a hope for kingdom 
imagination. 
 The kingdom imagination of the Christian community in Rome found expression 
in at least five ways. First, they established a distinct community with specific practices. 
Second, they heralded a king other than Caesar. Third, they practiced uncompromising 
egalitarianism. Fourth, they exercised indiscriminate generosity. Finally, they adopted an 
ideal of service instead of an ideal of self.29 Each of these are imaginative maladaptations 
of the conventions of the dominant empire. 
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 At the center of Christian life were the rituals of baptism and the Lord’s Supper, 
both of which served to identify the Christians as a community distinct from the 
dominant culture and unified under a separate king. New Testament scholar Wayne 
Meeks states that the Christians “created something new” when they established baptism 
as a simultaneously cleansing and initiating act.30 This act constituted a shift in allegiance 
from either “the traditional Jewish community or from the looser and more multiplex 
associations of pagan society to a new, tightly bonded, exclusive cultic community.”31 
This transference of loyalty put the Christians directly at odds with the polytheistic 
pluralism that characterized Rome. 
The imperial cult reflected a common expectation that all Rome’s population 
should call forth several gods, including Augustus, as witnesses and pledge themselves, 
their resources, and their families to the wellbeing of the emperor and his family, and 
consequently his purposes. This essentially served as a means of solidarity within the 
empire, and “public displays of conformity were expedient.”32 Such a display is seen in 
Scripture by the chief priests who declare, “We have no king but the emperor” (Jn 19:15). 
The Christian rituals, however, unified the church’s members around a common 
declaration of Jesus Christ as king.33 They could not pledge themselves to Caesar, and 
thereby refused participation in the imperial cult. Accordingly, Christians would have 
found it problematic to “serve in the army . . . [and] faced difficulty in taking up 
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municipal or state positions,” for the religion of the state was a significant aspect of 
these.34 This lack of community participation was likely a significant reason that the 
Christians faced hostility.35 Apart from this, they may not have been noticed, for 
customarily Rome was quite permissible in allowing various religious practices, and 
Christianity would have otherwise been perceived as “merely one of what may now seem 
a bewildering number of religions.”36 
 The ritual of initiation serves not only as a declaration of a new king, but as a 
means of resocialization into a new relational group in which the dominant perceptions of 
status are replaced by egalitarian language and attitudes.37 The implication of status was 
entirely ignored in the Christian community. Historian Carl Richard contrasts this not just 
with the empire, but with other religions. He states, “While most contemporary religions 
reflected the social hierarchy, aristocrats sat as equals with manual laborers, slaves, 
former criminals, and other outcasts in Christian churches.”38  
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In addition to the egalitarianism reflected in the unifying element of their rituals, 
the Christians subverted the concept of status in their meals, language, and practices. At 
their agape meals they ate only what they needed to suppress their hunger and they drank 
moderately. This countered the typical practice of distributing food according to status. It 
additionally represents an act of nonconformity to the excesses often practiced at the 
dinner table.39  
The members of the community, even those of high status in society, were 
addressed as brothers and sisters, coworkers, servants, and ministers.40 This language not 
only undermined the pursuit of power and status that defined Roman culture, but also 
contrasted the ideal of self that was propagated through the education of the empire. 
Religious historian Edwin Judge explains that the goal of the Greek thinker was to 
withdraw “from the hardships of work [which he regards] as a debasing drag on the 
development of the soul.”41 Paul, however, called even those in high position “fellow 
workers.”42 Paul seemed to understand the suffering and self-abasement of Christ as 
representing an “opposite kind of ideal,” from that which strives for self-protection.43 He 
commends this ideal in Scripture. Following his initial exhortation in Romans 12, Paul 
                                                     
39 Carcopino, Daily Life in Ancient Rome, 263-276. Admittedly, the Christians were not always 
perfect in implementing this. This is quite evident in Paul’s concerns for the divisions in the Corinthian 
church. It is important to recognize that the first century church was not perfect and, in keeping with the 
assumptions of dynamic analogy, we should strive to maintain an appreciation of the “ambiguity of reality” 
in this context. 
 
40 See Judge, “St. Paul as a Radical Critic of Society,” 107; Meeks, The First Urban Christians, 
84ff. 
 
41 Judge, “St. Paul as a Radical Critic of Society,” 109. 
 
42 Ibid., 107. 
 
43 Ibid., 105. 
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states, “I say to everyone among you not to think of yourself more highly than you ought 
to think” (Rom 12:3). “Love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in 
showing honour” (Rom 12:10). 
 The actions of the Christians served to validate their language and unique ideals. 
They abstained from participation in the cultic aspects of political and military 
institutions. They utilized their money to buy the freedom of many slaves,44 and 
contrasted the hierarchical pattern of charity in the empire by offering “aid to widows, 
orphans, and other marginalized or dispossessed individuals.”45 They “constantly assisted 
each other ‘without parade or patronage.’ An unceasing interchange ‘of counsel, of 
information, and of practical help took place’” between them.46 All of these practices 
were expressions of the “creative maladjustment of a nonconforming minority,” blatantly 
incongruent with the status quo of Roman culture.47 
In the sources consulted for this research, little was said to indicate if or how the 
Christians responded to the conventions of luxury and sensational diversions. If the 
church took seriously Paul’s exhortation, which they appear to have done, they would 
certainly have considered how they ought to respond to these practices. It is possible they 
did not find these at odds with their commitment to God’s kingdom, and accordingly 
contented themselves to participate in these norms of society. Paul’s exhortation does not 
preclude involvement in societal conventions; rather, it warns against passive adaptation 
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45 Boatwright et al., The Romans: From Village to Empire, 429. 
 
46 Carcopino, Daily Life in Ancient Rome, 139. 
 
47 King, Strength to Love, 18. 
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to them. It is not entirely clear what the Christians thought of the theater, the baths, and 
the taverns, but there are a few clues to be considered.  
First, considering their generosity and concern for the poor, the Christians likely 
would have found the consequences of gambling disconcerting. It would have proven 
wasteful to the treasury of the church, and ultimately increased disparity in wealth, as 
“the victory of one chariot enriched some, impoverished others.”48 As to the races upon 
which they gambled, little can be asserted. Concerning other contests, however, the 
gladiatorial contests faded from practice at the hands of the first Christian emperors in the 
fourth century, the Gospel having convinced the Romans to “no longer tolerate the 
inveterate shame.”49 It seems safe to assume, therefore, that Christians in early centuries 
must have at least been somewhat troubled by the cruelties demonstrated in the 
amphitheater. The question of their participation in the custom is left unanswered.  
The Olympics were also discontinued by emperor Theodosius I, presumably on 
account of its pagan affiliations and the nudity of the games which proved offensive to 
some of the Christians.50 The nudity of the baths may also have been offensive to some of 
the Christians. There appears, however, to be good evidence to indicate that Christians 
did frequent the Roman baths and were relatively indifferent to the shared bathing of both 
genders, and the nudity thereof.51 Nevertheless, it is likely that devout Christians would 
have avoided the abuses of the baths and the taverns, if for no reason other than the 
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51 Ward, “Women in Roman Baths.” 
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principles of moderation exhibited at their common meals and Paul’s many warnings 
against sexual immorality. Whatever the church’s participation in, and response to, these 
particular social practices, it is clear from the preceding observations that, in sum, “their 
novel theological ideas . . . particularly their eschatology . . . led them into serious 
breaches of social convention.”52 
It was concluded above that nonconformity “can induce change within the 
systems being resisted.” Despite Christianity’s initial relatively insignificant presence in 
the empire, the contagious appeal of this obscure community spread throughout the dense 
population of Rome and into its territories, ultimately influencing substantial change 
within the dominant culture. The rapid expansion of Christianity was clearly evident by 
the middle of the third century, and its popularity and influence were augmented by the 
conversion of Emperor Constantine, who worked to end their recent persecution and 
established a trajectory for them to partner with the growth of the empire. By the end of 
the fourth century, Christianity was declared the official religion of Rome.53 The 
“nonconforming minority” of the early Christians had become the new institution for the 
establishment of dominant conventions.  
A second conclusion above was that Christians are not exempt from the influence 
of cultural and historical influences, including the myriad of ecological systems with 
which they interact. Even as the kingdom imagination of the Christians in the first 
century effected personal transformation and powerful cultural change, the interrelated 
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53 McKechnie, The First Christians Centuries, 223-239; Richard, Why We're All Romans, 258-
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nature of dynamic systems could not be avoided. The church, too, was changed by the 
culture it transformed. As the church became a predominant institution, it also became an 
allure for inauthentic converts. Personal gain of all kinds was sought through relationship 
with the church. Those individuals, in turn, then shaped the trajectory of the church. A 
prescribed hierarchy, ornate churches, and ritualistic liturgies all became normative 
components of the church. Even artistic depictions of Christ came to resemble the 
likeness of an emperor, so that eventually the “emperor became Christ-like and Christ 
became a Roman emperor writ large.”54 Ultimately the church and Rome became entirely 
integrated.55 
Contemporary sociocultural theory asserts that “people contribute to the creation 
of cultural processes.”56 Rome was Christianized as a result of the creative subversive 
actions of a community of Christians. So, too, however, do “cultural processes contribute 
to the creation of people.”57 Christianity was Romanized as the result of passive 
adaptation to the influence of new patterns of society. Into this situation, were Paul still 
alive, wielding his pen, he might emphatically write to these Christians as he had 
hundreds of years prior: “Therefore, brothers, I exhort you, by means of God’s mercies, 
present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God - your true worship. 
And do not be conforming yourselves according to this age, but be continually 
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transformed by the renewal of your mind, for the purpose of discerning that which is 
God’s will, what is good, pleasing, and perfect” (Rom 12:1-2).
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CHAPTER 4 
 
KINGDOM IMAGINATION AS ECCLESIAL PRACTICE 
 
 
 “We need to recapture the gospel glow of the early Christians, who were 
nonconformists in the truest sense of the word and refused to shape their witness 
according to the mundane patterns of the world. . . . Quantitatively small, they were 
qualitatively giants.”1 These words of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. capture the heart of this 
study, which seeks to propose means by which the American church might begin to 
imaginatively engage culture in a way that is faithful to the biblical imperative in Romans 
12 and informed by the dynamically analogous circumstances of the first Christians. This 
proposed commitment to resistance and transformation is herein identified as kingdom 
imagination. The intent of this chapter is to establish a working definition of kingdom 
imagination in light of the previous research, and to propose a strategy for fostering 
kingdom imagination in the context of the church. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                     
1 King, Strength to Love, 16. 
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Theological Synthesis: 
Toward a Definition of Kingdom Imagination 
Kingdom imagination is persistently dynamic. The syntax of Romans 12:2 
conveys an aspect of continuity. Paul encourages his readers to persistently resist 
conformity and continually seek transformation within the context of history and the 
constancy of change. Ecological influence is dynamic and reciprocal. This is evident in 
the experience of the church in Rome and strongly asserted in academic literature. 
Consequently, Paul’s words in Romans 12:1-2 are always relevant, in each new age, in 
each new year, in each new day, in each new moment. The above considerations on 
Romans 12:1-2 and the Roman Christians reveal several constant principles of faithful 
nonconformity that can be maintained within changing contexts. Together, these 
represent the heritage and hope of Paul’s words and provide a foundation for clearly 
defining what it means to pursue kingdom imagination in dynamic contexts. These 
defining principles of kingdom imagination are elucidated in what follows. 
 
Decisively Undertaken  
Kingdom imagination begins with a decisive commitment. Paul instructs his 
readers, at the outset of his exhortation, to “present [their] bodies as a living sacrifice” 
(Rom 12:1). As discussed above, the aorist tense of the verb and the cultic imagery are 
indicative of a singular act of consecration. In the first church, this was definitively 
expressed in the act of baptism, which served as a cleansing rite and an initiation into the 
community of faith. It was through baptism that the Romans symbolized their allegiance 
to the church and to the king it proclaimed. The declaration “Jesus is Lord” firmly 
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established the Roman Christians as a community set apart from the dominant customs 
and temporal kingdoms of the empire. 
Smith and Denton’s research demonstrates that religion is not a priority in 
American culture, at least in the experience of the church’s youth. “In the ecology of 
American adolescents’ lives, religion clearly operates in a social-structurally weak 
position, competing for time, energy, and attention and often losing against other, more 
dominant demands and commitments, particularly school, sports, television, and other 
electronic media.”2 Religion is not a priority; competition and digital diversions are. This 
can never engender kingdom imagination, for it prioritizes cultural kingdoms over 
Christ’s kingdom. 
Paul's invitation is to a commitment to God that supersedes all other 
commitments. To present one’s self as a “living sacrifice that is holy and pleasing to 
God” (Rom 12:1) requires a decisive and intentional submission of one’s entire self to the 
transforming will of the proclaimed king and his purposes. This explicit commitment 
then becomes the foundation upon which kingdom imagination takes place in dynamic 
contexts. The church in Rome demonstrated this commitment initially through baptism 
and affirmed it regularly through participation in the ritual of the Lord’s Supper. These 
rituals have endured through many centuries, and represent valid ways for the 
contemporary Christian to symbolize the consecrated self. Ultimately, the decisive 
commitment of the individual must find expression in lived experience; it is, after all, a 
“living sacrifice.” Rituals, however, have the capacity to “construct reality and make 
meaning. . . . Rituals shape our stories, and our instinct to perceive life as a narrative 
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urges us to rehearse that narrative through our bodies.”3 In other words, the contemporary 
Christian seeking to engage in kingdom imagination would benefit from adopting 
meaningful rituals that affirm a decisive commitment to the rule of God in the context of 
American society, and express the continued proclamation of the church that “Jesus is 
Lord.” 
 
Community Endeavor 
Kingdom imagination is a community endeavor. This is not prescribed in the 
studied text itself, though it is easily discerned in Paul’s collection of writings and 
personal mission. It is certainly a significant aspect of the Roman Christian experience. 
History seems to indicate they did not form a central governing body; however, they 
gathered with other believers in several homes throughout the empire. The egalitarianism 
of the first church was perhaps its most significant and subversive expression. This could 
not have been accomplished apart from a distinct community in which members 
deliberately chose to eradicate all symbols, language, and distinctions of rank or status 
from their interpersonal relationships. 
The pursuit of status was understood differently in the first century than its 
analogous expression in modern America. The elevation of self, however, remains a 
dominant objective which augments perceived disparity in personal value within society. 
Accordingly, were Christians to adopt this particular egalitarian practice of the Roman 
church, they would immediately be disrupting the individualistic, consumeristic, 
competitive values of society. Additionally, this practice serves to unify a diverse 
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population in a way that celebrates the value of the individual as attributed to the artistry 
of a divine creator, and devalues socially contrived measurements of personal worth. 
Most of the literature on the church in Rome indicates that the changes they 
effected were expressed in the context of communities of faith. Community is 
empowering, enables its members to support one another, fosters a sense of belonging, 
encourages collective reflection and imagination, and extends availability of resources, 
including material assets and spiritual gifts. In order for contemporary Christians to 
engage in kingdom imagination, it is imperative that they do so in the context of a healthy 
community of cooperation, mutual care and support, and a shared commitment. 
 
Holy Spirit Empowered 
Kingdom imagination is Holy Spirit empowered. Sociologist James Côté asserts 
that if the influences of consumer directed marketing in the digital age “are as effective 
and extensive as the research suggests, we are perhaps witnessing the largest and most 
successful experiment in mass conformity that does not use physical force, in human 
history.”4 Conformity is, seemingly, inescapable. This is further complicated by the 
sophistication of a marketing industry that has demonstrated the ability to exploit 
resistance for profit and manipulate attention, and individualism’s ironic proliferation of 
the misconception that one is not susceptible to influences beyond one’s autonomous 
control.5 This is the context of American Christianity, and Paul’s exhortation, while two 
thousand years old, must still be considered seriously by the church. 
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5 Ibid. Also see Smith and Denton, Soul Searching, 158. 
64 
Romans is an epistle that encourages the pursuit of righteousness in response to, 
and eliciting from, the saving work of God. The chosen passage for this study is central 
within the text, and clearly indicates that the imperative of the text can only be achieved 
through the mercies of God and his transforming power. This was true in the first 
century, and it remains true in the current century. The preposition in verse one 
communicates agency. Personal agency is required in kingdom imagination, but its 
success is entrusted to the divine king, through whom “all things are possible” (Mt 
19:26), and whose presence in the community is mediated through the Holy Spirit.6 The 
Roman Christians evidently understood this, for they achieved the seemingly impossible 
task of changing an empire, empowered by the divine Spirit of the one whose reign they 
proclaimed and redemptive power they trusted. Simply acknowledging the necessity of 
dependence is an act of kingdom imagination that undermines the ideology of 
individualism. The Holy Spirit overcomes impossibilities. Kingdom imagination is 
always possible, “by means of God’s mercies” (Rom 12:1), even in America. 
 
Eschatologically Motivated 
Kingdom imagination is eschatologically motivated. The cultural characteristics 
and forces of the contemporary age differ from those in Ancient Rome. One thing, 
however, has not changed in the past two thousand years; the church remains “an 
eschatological community, the fellowship that pioneers in the present the principles that 
characterize the reign of God.”7 The church is a community that seeks not to be shaped 
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as mediator of Christ’s presence, see Grenz, Theology for the Community of God, 371. 
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by the constructs of the present age, but rather to be formed in anticipation of the 
universal reign of God at the “consummation of history.”8 Therefore, while the context 
for kingdom imagination changes, the paradigm for individual and collective 
transformation remains constantly embedded in the trajectory of the kingdom of God 
which is manifest and expressed in the present through the praxis and proclamation of the 
church.9 As contemporary Christians strive to discern “God’s will, what is good, 
pleasing, and perfect” (Rom 12:2), they are co-laborers with the Christians in Ancient 
Rome, pursuing the same ultimate “perfect” goal, the τέλος (telos), of divine rule. 
 
Inherently Creative 
Kingdom imagination engages culture through creative nonconformity. The most 
evident contrast in the text is between the two present tense imperatives, συσχηματίζεσθε 
(conform) and μεταμορφοῦσθε (be transformed). The syntax of these terms indicates 
volitional instrumentality.10 In other words, it is the choice of the reader to passively 
adapt to societal norms or to resist conformity and actively pursue transformation in 
partnership with the redemptive work of the Holy Spirit. It was concluded above that the 
default effect of passivity is adaptation, but intentional acts which deviate from cultural 
norms can generate new patterns of cultural influence. The actions of the first Christians 
                                                     
7 Ibid., 479. 
 
8 Ibid. Also see: Anderson, The Shape of Practical Theology, 105 ff. 
 
9 Grenz, Theology for the Community of God, 478-479. Here praxis is understood in the fullness of 
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were deliberate and imaginative alternatives to the status quo. They were creative 
nonconformists. This is evident in their language of mutual affection with no regard for 
social standing, their liberation of slaves at community expense, their care and concern 
for the socially marginalized, and their allegiance to a king and kingdom other than the 
emperor and empire. These are not acts of indifference or accommodation, withdrawal or 
isolation; they are active expressions of imagined countercultural possibilities that 
engage, and thereby influence, the culture. This particular attribute of kingdom 
imagination offers the greatest opportunity for the discovery and implementation of new 
possible means of participating in God’s dynamic rule. Many particular expressions of 
kingdom imagination in contemporary America are yet to be conceived. 
 
Kingdom Imagination: A Definition 
Kingdom imagination may now be defined confidently, taking the above 
considerations into account. Kingdom imagination is here defined as a persevering 
commitment to nonconformity and transformation in dynamic contexts in fidelity to the 
will of God and the manifest trajectory of his kingdom; it is a decisively undertaken 
community endeavor that is Holy Spirit empowered, eschatologically motivated, and 
inherently creative. The local church is an ideal environment for cultivating and 
sustaining kingdom imagination. This will be demonstrated below as the formative nature 
of church is considered, particular methods of intentional community formation are 
proposed, and the primary characteristics of kingdom imagination are expressed in 
ecclesial terms.   
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Church as a Formative Environment 
 
Church is a formative environment. This statement is corroborated in multiple 
fields of scholarship. The work of Christian Smith and his colleagues affirm this 
statement sociologically; their research indicates that “religion still matters in ways that 
make a difference,” and the church itself is a “crucial [context]” for religious formation 
and social influence.11 Dr. Bergler’s works confirm this statement from a theological and 
historical perspective; he carefully delineates church movements and practices that have 
contributed to the rise of moralistic therapeutic deism, and argues that the church still has 
the capacity to equip young people to “become agents of spiritual maturity,” despite its 
recent proclivity for “juvenilized programs.”12 Dr. Kenneth Pargament, a community 
psychologist, emphasizes the psychological significance of religious convictions and 
sensibilities, and the impact of religious communities on personal transformation.13 
Bronfenbrenner, as a developmental psychologist, also helps his readers understand the 
influence of the church insofar as it functions as a microsystem within his ecological 
systems framework. A church as an institution is an example of a microsystem because it 
is a “given setting with particular physical and material characteristics,” that introduces 
and maintains experiences through a “pattern of activities, roles, and interpersonal 
                                                     
11 Christian Smith and Patricia Snell, Souls in Transition: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of 
Emerging Adults (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 276, 86. All of Smith’s work addresses the 
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relations.”14 Lastly, the formative function of the church stands at the heart of Christian 
theology. Traditionally, Christianity upholds the Church as something divinely 
established, inherently greater and profoundly more significant than a helpful institution 
or assemblage of people with mutual religious interests. The Christian church is 
understood in many ways; an entire field of theology is committed to defining and 
elucidating the identity and purpose of the church. A few statements, however, can here 
be confidently made concerning the nature of the church.  
Responsible theology is rooted in Scripture. Theologian Dr. Gilbert Stafford 
draws his readers’ attention to three definitive New Testament images of the church. 
First, the church is defined as the body of Christ in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians. 
“Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it” (1 Cor 12:27). This, 
Stafford points out, emphasizes the “church as the ongoing means by which the risen, 
ascended, reigning, and coming Lord makes himself known in history between his first 
and second advent.”15 Second, the church is defined by Paul in his letter to the church at 
Ephesus. Paul writes of the church as “one new humanity” (Eph 2:15) and “members of 
the household of God” (Eph 2:19). The emphasis here is on the church as a community in 
renewed and reconciled relationship with God and with others.16 Finally, the apostle Peter 
pens these beautiful words: “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, 
God’s own people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you 
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out of darkness into his marvelous light” (1 Pt 2:9).17  Stafford explains, “The church is 
here defined in terms of its mission and is seen as having an ancient history, a new 
experience of God, and a divine destiny.”18 This history, experience, and destiny frames 
the church’s identity as one that brings the past and the future into its present dynamic 
experience.  
When the church embraces this understanding of past, present, and future impact, 
states Dr. Stanley Grenz, it “functions as a community of memory and hope.”19 This 
identity is, according to Grenz, precisely the foundation for the church’s bearing on 
personal and corporate formation. His words summarize well a theological perspective on 
the formative nature of the church. He asserts that the church, as a “community of 
memory and hope . . . provides a transcendent vantage point for life in the present.” The 
community “equips the faithful to be the people of God in the present context . . . 
[providing] qualitative meaning to time and space, and to persons and groups.” 
Ultimately, the “community of memory and hope . . . provides a foundation for identity 
development . . . [facilitating] the development of the self and its members.”20  
Grenz’ ecclesiology, as well as Stafford’s, upholds the church as a covenant 
community that is to reflect the image of the Trinitarian God, live in unity with Christ 
himself, and embrace a vocation of discipleship and allegiance to the divine 
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eschatological kingdom that anticipates the consummation of God’s kingdom and 
participates in the actualization of God’s will in the present.21 This ecclesiology indicates 
a clear intersection of the identity and purpose of the church, the objective of kingdom 
imagination, and Christian formation. 
John Westerhoff is an influential thinker on Christian formation who further 
articulates the relationship between formation, the church, and cultural nonconformity. 
He asserts, “Christian formation is an intentional process of initiation and incorporation 
into a Christian faith community with distinctive understandings and ways of life which 
differentiate it from the general culture.”22 He continues, “I contend that the church needs 
to be an intentional community which attempts to shape the subjectivity of persons so 
that they might be able to feel, think, and behave within the context of the Christian 
tradition which is embodied in symbols, myths and rituals and who are thereby enabled to 
interact meaningfully with others who do not share their interpretive world view and 
value system.”23 
The contemporary church, in relation to the broader culture, faces a “crisis of 
conflicting imaginations of the nature of human life.”24 If the church is to engage in 
kingdom imagination, it must do so as a community and context in which meaning is 
understood and experienced in particular ways that shape corporate and individual 
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perceptions of reality, understandings of interpersonal and ecological relationships, and 
responses to those experiences. The church is an entity that has the capacity to influence 
the development of people and, consequently, the trajectory of a culture. 
 
Foundational Elements for Community Formation 
 Intentionality, such as Westerhoff addresses, is a necessary aspect of kingdom 
imagination, for intentionality is antithetical to complacency, and complacency begets 
conformity. Kingdom imagination can be fostered through intentional formative 
strategies in the context of the worshiping communities. This is corroborated through the 
research above which affirms the formative nature of the church, Paul’s imperative of 
faithful nonconformity, and the church’s calling to be a community of memory, hope, 
anticipation, and eschatological transformation. Westerhoff alludes above to “symbols, 
myths, and rituals,” as means through which Christian formation occurs. There are 
several such means of intentional formation that can be adopted by a community. 
Narratives, rituals, and spiritual disciplines are among these; they are significant means of 
partnering with the Holy Spirit in formation.25 It is the contention of this work that if 
these were embodied in distinct theological frameworks, a helpful structure and 
implementable praxis of kingdom imagination might emerge. Accordingly, the following 
four avenues of formation will be explored below: ecclesial frameworks as formative 
concepts, narratives as formative constructs, rituals as formative customs, and disciplines 
as formative exercises. 
 
                                                     
25 For more on these formative elements, see D. Scott Cormode, Making Spiritual Sense: Christian 
Leaders as Spiritual Interpreters (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2013), 83ff. Dr. Cormode calls 
these "cultural resources" for the community. 
72 
Frameworks as Formative Concepts 
 In order for the church to become a community of transformed nonconformists 
engaging in kingdom imagination, the church must impart an explicit theology of 
nonconformity that might be easily embraced within the church. The frameworks 
proposed herein are intended to serve such a purpose.26 These theological statements 
about the identity of the church are intended to become formative concepts internalized 
within the life of the worshiping community and reinforced through relevant practices. 
These frameworks are presented in the form of definitive adjectival statements as 
theological assertions about the identity of the church. This itself is formative, for 
language “has world-creating power.”27 
Theologian Robert Webber contends that the language of the community is 
imperative in effecting formation.28 Introducing language within the church transforms 
the congregant’s understanding of reality in a way that cultivates new ways of “believing, 
belonging, and behaving.”29 Webber articulates the alternative possibility as well. He 
states, “If a church takes away its language of faith by simplifying it to the point that it 
has no common meaning, the church has destroyed the linguistic tools it needs to provide 
the converting person with a language that provides meaning and depth to personal 
                                                     
26 This terminology is adapted from King’s sermon, here taken from King, Strength to Love.  
 
27 Kenda C. Dean, Almost Christian: What the Faith of Our Teenagers Is Telling the American 
Church (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 142. 
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(Grand Rapids: Baker Publishing Group, 2003), 39ff. 
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spiritual formation.”30 Research indicates that this is precisely what has occurred in 
contemporary churches. 
Sociologists Smith and Denton identify religious inarticulacy as one significant 
contributor to the adoption of Moralistic Therapeutic Deism in the lives of American 
teenagers. Their research revealed this tendency in youth, but it is also indicative of a 
shift in the culture of the church as a whole. The language that youth employ to express 
and understand their religious identity is a direct reflection of what they have been taught 
within the church.31 The language that is used is individualistic therapeutic language.32 
This is the language of culture. This is the language of conformity. This is indicative of a 
church culture that has forgotten its ecclesiology.  
Some churches clearly articulate their beliefs about the nature of the church, but 
many do not. Either way, the practices and programs of the church will convey the 
dominant ecclesiological assumptions of the congregation and its leadership. The 
ecclesial frameworks proposed below will serve to introduce specific language to 
strengthen the self-understanding of the church in contrast to the indefinite and generic 
vocabulary of culture. These characterizations alone, however, are inadequate to shape 
the life of the community into something new. Religious meaning is not simply found in 
adjectives; it is imparted through story.33 
                                                     
30 Ibid., 39. 
 
31 Smith and Denton, Soul Searching, 131ff. Also see Dean, Almost Christian, 29. 
 
32 Smith and Denton, Soul Searching, 168. 
 
33 Brian Godawa, Word Pictures: Knowing God through Story & Imagination (Downers Grove, 
IL: InterVarsity Press, 2010), 73. Godawa aptly states, “we have to be careful that our theological 
shorthand will not overshadow or replace biblical longhand.” Also see N. T. Wright, The New Testament 
and the People of God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 40ff, 77.  
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Narratives as Formative Constructs 
 
 In order for the church to become a community of transformed nonconformists 
engaging in kingdom imagination, the church must recover its ability to dynamically 
integrate biblical narratives into its identity and praxis. Several scholars are concerned 
that the Western church has faltered in its ability to meaningfully engage the biblical 
narratives in formative ways.34 Noted religious sociologist Robert Wuthnow laments this 
diminution of narrative influence in the church; he states, “the church has robbed itself of 
the authority to tell its stories.”35 Wuthnow cites institutional and cultural shifts as the 
impetus for this change. Despite these challenges, his feelings are explicit; the future of 
Christian identity is contingent upon the church’s ability to be a storytelling 
community.36  
 The act of storytelling is itself an act of nonconformity. Society has its own 
storytellers that compete for attention. Educational, commercial, and religious institutions 
find their place alongside cultural chroniclers and family systems in contributing to the 
complex array of narratives that daily shape individuals and communities.37 Passive 
acquiescence to dominant narratives engenders conformity. Alternatively, a distinct 
                                                     
34 Jeppe Bach Nikolajsen, “The Formative Power of Liturgy: The Church as a Liturgical 
Community in a Post-Christendom Society,” European Journal of Theology 23 (2014): 165. Also see Rah, 
The Next Evangelicalism, 34. Rah suggests that even modern attempts towards narrative formation are 
embedded in propositional language. 
 
35 Robert Wuthnow, “Church Realities and Christian Identity in the 21st Century,” The Christian 
Century 110 (May 12, 1993). 
 
36 Ibid. 
 
37 Ibid., 5, 35. Also see Anderson and Foley, Mighty Stories, Dangerous Rituals; Vanhoozer, 
Anderson, and Sleasman, Everyday Theology, 51ff. 
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identity of resistance and transformation might be cultivated through innovative 
engagement with biblical narratives and the embodiment of the stories of faith.38  
 Narratives are formative constructs. “The stories we tell . . . order experience, 
construct meaning, and build community.”39 Stories are an imperative component of 
community formation. Theologian James McClendon Jr. asserts that community cannot 
even exist without being shaped by narrative.40 Insofar as the church has forgotten its 
formative narratives, the community has become an indistinct community, powerless to 
resist the dominant culture. Dr. Walter Brueggemann asserts, “The church will not have 
the power to act or believe until it recovers its tradition of faith and permits that tradition 
to be the primal way out of enculturation.”41 This is reinforced by Wuthnow’s conviction 
that the “church must be a community of memory by perpetuating the narratives of the 
past, by telling stories that bring the past into the present.”42 
 Transformative nonconformity is dynamic. The research above attests to the 
reality that the circumstances of culture are constantly changing. The cultural patterns the 
apostle Paul had in mind when he penned his letter to the Romans were different than 
those American churches face today, or those African churches may face two centuries 
from now. Stories, too, are dynamic. Dr. Scott Cormode articulates this; he states, “We 
                                                     
38 Walter Brueggemann, Prophetic Imagination, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001), xv-
xviii. 
 
39 Anderson and Foley, Mighty Stories, Dangerous Rituals, 3. 
 
40 James W. McClendon, Jr., Systematic Theology Volume 1 (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2002). 
 
41 Brueggemann, Prophetic Imagination, 2. 
 
42 Wuthnow, “Church Realities and Christian Identity in the 21st Century.” 
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need the flexibility that stories provide so that we can appropriate the faith anew with 
each generation.”43 
 Several narratives are foundational for the Christian faith, but none are more 
significant than those found within the church’s Scriptures. For this reason, the specific 
narratives proposed below have been selected from Scripture. As these narratives are 
“told and retold . . . in innovative ways,”44 they will reinforce the ecclesial identity of the 
church as a community of resistance and redemption in changing contexts. These 
narratives alone, however, are inadequate to shape the life of the community into 
something new. Religious meaning is not simply found in story; it is invoked through 
ritual.45 
 
Rituals as Formative Customs 
 
In order for the church to become a community of transformed nonconformists 
engaging in kingdom imagination, the church must actualize its understanding of its 
corporate narrative and identity through ritual expression.46 Rituals are formative 
customs. Within the church, they contribute to the formation of the community, actively 
                                                     
43 Cormode, Making Spiritual Sense, 86. 
 
44 Wuthnow, “Church Realities and Christian Identity in the 21st Century.” 
 
45 Nancy T. Ammerman, “Religious Identities and Religious Institutions,” in Handbook of the 
Sociology of Religion, ed. Michele Dillon (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 216. 
 
46 The concept of “ritual” has thus far evaded a consensus definition within academia. A ritual in 
the church can be as informal as shaking hands, as celebrated as baptism, or as reverent as the Eucharist. 
See Cormode, Making Spiritual Sense, 87. This research is not concerned with debating what differentiates 
a ritual from a liturgical act or an unconscious habit. This research intends, rather, to emphasize the 
significance of intentional active expressions of community identity. For a concise and authoritative 
discourse on the various definitions of ritual, see Ronald L. Grimes, The Craft of Ritual Studies (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2013), 189ff. 
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exploring, shaping, and interpreting the community’s stories.47 Rituals have the potential 
to be acts of conformity or nonconformity. 
Rituals are acts of conformity if they simply reflect and interpret the ideals of the 
dominant culture and the narratives of society. They are also impotent when static; 
conformity is occasioned by indifference. When the church does not engage in rituals that 
embody a shared and celebrated corporate memory of distinctive identity, the very 
meaning and identity of the community will eventually be lost.48 Forgetfulness results in 
enculturation, not incarnation.49 As previously mentioned, the church is a community of 
“memory and hope;”50 its rituals must, therefore, be retrospective and expectant. 
 Rituals have great capacity for fostering faithful nonconformity. Practical 
theologian Dr. Herbert Anderson asserts, “Ritual is a vehicle for liberating us from 
narratives that confine and for retelling stories that liberate.”51 This is the essence of 
faithful nonconformity, resisting the narratives of culture and translating the divine 
narrative of redemption into present context. Rituals are familiarizing, unifying, dynamic, 
and sacred practices. 
In their rituals, congregations become familiar with their stories. Through ritual 
acts, the congregation “retells its story to itself.”52 Wuthnow contends that the church 
                                                     
47 Anderson and Foley, Mighty Stories, Dangerous Rituals, 26ff. 
 
48 Vanhoozer, Anderson, and Sleasman, Everyday Theology, 126. 
 
 49 Walter Brueggemann asserts there is a comfortable relationship between our tendency to forget 
our identity and our experience of contemporary cultural forces, including some of those addressed in this 
work. He emphasizes the significance of the imperative to remember. See Walter Brueggemann, Remember 
You Are Dust, ed. K. C. Hanson (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2012), 84ff. 
 
50 Grenz, Theology for the Community of God, 499. 
 
51 Herbert Anderson, “How Rituals Heal,” Word & World 30, no. 1 (2010): 42. 
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must discern ways to memorialize its stories, make them “contemporary, and . . . evoke 
identification between the listener and the characters in the text.”53 This is an important 
role of ritual; the memories of a community are translated into the present through its 
rituals. 
 Rituals are also a means of engagement and communication. Dr. Anderson and 
Dr. Edward Foley state, “We use stories and rituals to communicate with others the 
meanings we construct.”54 This enhances the unity of the participants.55 Rituals are 
fundamentally relational insofar as they represent a shared experience and interpret a 
shared narrative. 
Rituals are significant because they are dynamic.56 They certainly have the 
capacity to be static and rigid, but they also have the ability to be dynamic. The call of the 
church to kingdom participation anticipates engagement with culture, and culture 
changes. Our rituals, likewise, must account for the changes in history and context, while 
retaining the significance and integrity of the foundational narrative, and the particularity 
of the “alternative prophetic community.”57  
In Christian tradition, the rituals of the church are more than expressions of 
communal identity, they are acts of worship. In Christian ritual, the narrative of the 
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community converges with a sacred narrative and the identity of the church as a holy 
community is realized, embraced, and celebrated. “The implicit presumption of 
[ecclesial] rituals is that they not only provide the opportunity to connect our personal 
stories with the divine narrative, but they do so through communal mediation.”58  
Several types of ritual are found in churches, some informal and unconscious, 
some formal and intentional. The rituals proposed within this work represent the latter. If 
the church is to realize its call to kingdom imagination, it must do so deliberately. 
Anderson asserts, “To be effective, rituals must be carefully planned, scrupulously 
honest, and particular to the moment.”59 Rituals alone, however, are inadequate to shape 
the life of the community into something new. Spiritual formation requires internalization 
of the sacred narrative; exercise is necessary. 
 
Disciplines as Formative Exercises 
 
In order for the church to become a community of transformed nonconformists 
engaging in kingdom imagination, the church must continually and regularly immerse 
itself in practices that align the actions of the church with the person, work, and life of 
Jesus Christ. To become like Christ is the goal of discipleship and the task of spiritual 
formation. It is also the role of the church which manifests the presence of Christ in the 
world, bears the rule of God, and partners with the Holy Spirit in effecting the divine 
telos.60 
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The cultural captivity of the church reflects the inadequacy of the contemporary 
church in pursuing this transformation. The consumerist Christianity that coincides with 
Moralistic Therapeutic Deism has little theological awareness that holistic and practical 
spiritual transformation is necessary.61 This is the result of both cultural conformity and 
an attenuated gospel. Dallas Willard, highly respected authority on spiritual formation, 
addresses both. He states, “The church has been . . . smothered by mass culture, mindless 
‘prosperity,’ insipid education, and pseudo-egalitarianism. And as a result, the church at 
present has lost . . . sight of the type of life in which [spiritual transformation] would be a 
realistic and predictable possibility.”62 He goes on to assert that the “theological 
deficiency” is established in a gospel that does not “do justice to the nature of human 
personality, as embodied, incarnate.”63 The church celebrates doctrine and ideological 
assent but neglects the pursuit of lived holiness. Willard’s response, with others, to this 
theological omission is an invitation to spiritual disciplines.  
Disciplines are formative exercises. Transformation into the likeness of Christ 
requires both grace and action. Without question, the Holy Spirit is the agent of change 
within the Christian and the church, and the grace of God is the source of righteousness.64 
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“But,” Willard affirms, “action is also indispensable in making the Christian truly a 
different kind of person.”65 The spiritual disciplines are a means of partnering with the 
work of Holy Spirit, fostering receptivity to the influence of grace, and “[opening] us up 
to the transforming work of God.”66  
Spiritual disciplines are an act of faithful nonconformity. They cultivate 
transformation into the likeness of Christ. In other words, they actually effect conformity. 
This conformity, however, is to the person and work of Christ in the world, over and 
against the influential patterns of culture. To conform to the identity of Christ is to resist 
conforming to that which is not Christ. Faithful nonconformity, however, does not simply 
withdraw from dominant formative environments, it engages them in influential ways in 
accordance with the intent and purposes of God. Spiritual disciplines are transformative. 
They seek to align the very character of the Christian with that of the “one supreme 
Character, whose life is to be followed. And that Character,” asserts Dr. Wright, “seems 
to have his eye on a goal, and to be shaping his own life, and those of his followers in 
relation to that goal.”67 
Spiritual disciplines are dynamic. They are practices that are not restricted by 
setting or generation. They are, states Willard, intended to reflect the “overall style of life 
[Christ] chose for himself.”68 They are not prescriptive methods for confronting specific 
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issues or circumstances. They are dynamically applicable exercises that evoke the 
qualities of a life that glorifies God and “[discerns] God’s will for engaging the world 
God loves” in all of its characteristic dynamism.69  
Spiritual disciplines, like narratives, rituals, and ecclesial frameworks, cannot be 
prescribed as static or as limited assets for the church. It is clear, however, that all of 
these are inherently formative resources. The church that seeks to realize its call to 
kingdom imagination will benefit from adopting formative concepts, constructs, customs, 
and exercises into the life of the worshiping community. The integration of ecclesial 
frameworks with specific narratives, rituals, and disciplines, can become a formative 
strategy for kingdom imagination in the church. The proposed practices in the next 
chapter will serve as an illustration of how this strategy might be employed. 
 
Pursuing Ecclesial Analogues 
Kingdom imagination was defined above as a persevering commitment to 
nonconformity and transformation in dynamic contexts in fidelity to the will of God and 
the manifest trajectory of his kingdom. The intent of the remainder of this work is to offer 
a practicable strategy for community participation in kingdom imagination. It has been 
asserted above that the church is a constructive environment for spiritual and social 
formation, which is necessary for faithful nonconformity. Additionally, language, 
narratives, rituals, and disciplines have been considered as methods of corporate 
formation and cultural resistance. Taken together, a helpful basis for developing a  
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strategy of kingdom imagination emerges. One final task remains, however, before a 
comprehensive strategy can be outlined; ecclesial analogues must be identified.  
 The specific intent of this work is to encourage kingdom imagination as a particular 
endeavor of worshiping communities. Ecclesiology is complex and extensive; there are 
many ways to think about and identify the nature of the church. The same can be said for 
the language and practices of the church. In order to maintain focus on the particularity of 
kingdom imagination as the ecclesiological endeavor herein advanced, the primary 
characteristics of kingdom imagination must be clearly expressed in the ecclesial 
frameworks proposed below. In order to do so, it is necessary to discern what might 
confidently be said about the church that is analogous to the specific conclusions made 
about kingdom imagination. 
The definition of kingdom imagination offered above listed five defining 
characteristics of kingdom imagination. Restated here, kingdom imagination is a 
decisively undertaken community endeavor that is Holy Spirit empowered, 
eschatologically motivated, and inherently creative. These five characteristics will here 
be aligned with five unambiguous adjectival statements about the church. Theological 
rationale for each ecclesial statement will be included in the respective considerations on 
ecclesial frameworks in the next chapter. Here it will suffice to identify and briefly 
address the ecclesial analogues. 
 
Five Ecclesial Analogues 
Kingdom imagination is decisively undertaken; the church is a distinct 
community. This first ecclesial analogue emphasizes the identity and vocation of the 
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Christian and the church as “sanctified in Christ Jesus” (1 Cor 1:2). The church is distinct 
precisely because of its “unique status in the divine economy.”70 It maintains this status 
because it is a covenant community of those who have received the “gift of a new identity 
in Christ,” and have decisively declared their allegiance to Christ as Lord.71 
Kingdom imagination is a community endeavor; the church is an adoptive 
community. This second ecclesial analogue emphasizes the familial status of Christians 
as “children of God through faith” (Gal 3:26) and “heirs according to the promise” (Gal 
3:29). The new identity proclaimed by Christians is fully centered on the person and 
work of Jesus Christ. Theirs, therefore, is a shared identity and purpose rooted in Christ 
himself. The apostle Paul clearly underscores this in declaring those who are “baptized 
into Christ” as “one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:27-28). Paul calls the church the “body of 
Christ” (1 Cor 12:27), and in doing so emphasizes the communal and familial identity of 
Christ’s followers. Hans Küng explains that through this phrase, Paul is asserting that the 
“community is included in the destiny and the way of Christ, just as race and people were 
included in the destiny and the way of the ancestor of the race.”72 The church is a 
community of siblings who address the same father when they together cry “Abba!” 
(Rom 8:15). 
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Kingdom imagination is Holy Spirit empowered; the church is a charismatic 
community. This third ecclesial analogue emphasizes the role of the indwelling “spirit of 
God” (Rom 8:9) in the life of the Christian and the church. The church is a temple for the 
Holy Spirit, and the Spirit functions within the church in many ways. What is most 
significant here is to acknowledge that the Holy Spirit is the foremost agent in the 
church’s formation and eschatological purposes. This particular analogue emphasizes the 
church’s dependence on the Spirit of God as one who creates, sustains, edifies, and 
empowers the church.73 
Kingdom imagination is eschatologically motivated; the church is an anticipatory 
community. This fourth ecclesial analogue emphasizes the hope of the Christian gospel 
that declares a redemptive narrative whose finale was foreshadowed Easter morning; it is 
the anticipation of a time when the crucified and risen Christ “hands over the kingdom to 
God the Father, after he has destroyed every ruler and every authority and power” (1 Cor 
15:24). As an anticipatory community motivated by this story’s end, the worshiping 
community is to “be steadfast” (1 Cor 15:58) in its work as it joins its proclamation with 
the gospel declaration that “evil has been judged, that the world has been put to rights, 
that earth and heaven are joined forever, and that new creation has begun.”74 This living 
proclamation identifies the coming divine kingdom as the presently immanent kingdom.75 
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Kingdom imagination is inherently creative; the church is a creative community. 
This final ecclesial analogue emphasizes the eschatologically subversive role of the 
church as a community called to be “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, 
God’s own people” (1 Pt 2:9).76 The worshiping community is responsible for cultivating 
meaning and beauty in the context of culture and in constant attribution to the creative, 
redemptive, and teleological work of the divine Creator who fashioned the world with 
words and invited his image-bearers to cultivate his creation.77 Dr. Jeremy Begbie 
carefully articulates the connection between the creative and the eschatological. He 
asserts, “we are given the inestimable gift of participating in the re-creative work of the 
Triune God, anticipating that final and unimaginable re-creation of all matter, space, and 
time, the fulfillment of all things visible and invisible.”78 
Kingdom imagination is a decisively undertaken community endeavor that is 
Holy Spirit empowered, eschatologically motivated, and inherently creative. The church 
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that engages in kingdom imagination will, consequently, be a community that is distinct, 
adoptive, charismatic, anticipatory, and creative. In order to explore a realizable and 
theologically informed praxis of kingdom imagination in the church, these five 
ecclesiological adjectives will be further explored in the next chapter. Each will serve as 
an ecclesiological framework that will be considered together with particular narratives, 
rituals, and disciplines that might reinforce and express these identities of the church.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 
ECCLESIAL FRAMEWORKS FOR KINGDOM IMAGINATION 
 
 
 The dominant culture of society is powerful. It is covert in its impact, and its 
categories of influence are multifaceted.1 This would suggest that no isolated narrative, 
practice, or theological assertion could adequately generate a culture of resistance and 
transformation. If there are multiple avenues of formation within society, a 
comprehensive strategy for resistance should include several synergetic approaches to 
formation. An example of such a collective approach is advocated by Dr. Scott Cormode, 
who states, “By putting . . . together [stories and practices], a pastor can change the way 
that her congregation sees the world. And by changing the ways that a congregant sees 
the world, the pastor can change the very world in which that person lives.”2 Dr. 
Westerhoff likewise advocates a collective approach, emphasizing the significance of 
intentional “formation, education, and instruction,” as “interdependent processes,” all of 
which necessitate an assortment of methods of influence employed cooperatively.3 The 
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above research concluded that language, narratives, rituals, and disciplines are all means 
of formation. Taken together as a collective approach to resistance and transformation, a 
practicable strategy for kingdom imagination emerges. Simply put, the suggestion here is 
that a culture of faithful nonconformity can be actualized through cumulative 
incorporation of formative stories and practices into the identity and experience of the 
worshiping community.  
 This chapter will introduce five ecclesial frameworks that theologically epitomize 
the church’s call to faithful nonconformity. Each framework is supported by a particular 
scriptural narrative, a corporate ritual, and a congregational discipline. These are 
presented as formative community resources for internalizing each ecclesial framework.4 
Finally, certain countercultural implications of each respective framework will be briefly 
considered. These will reflect the American cultural patterns addressed in chapter one.   
 
The Distinct Community 
The church is a distinct community. “But you are a chosen race, a royal 
priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty 
acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light” (1 Pt 2:9). Here 
Peter’s adjectives for the New Testament Christians echo the adjectives for Israel in 
Exodus, “Now, therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my 
treasured possession out of all the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is mine, but you shall 
be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation” (Ex 19:6-6). From Genesis to 
                                                     
4 Five frameworks are offered here in conjunction with the analogues considered above. Certainly, 
many other frameworks can, and should, be implemented in the life of the church. These five are provided 
as a versatile prototype. Churches are encouraged to thoughtfully pursue further frameworks utilizing the 
strategy illustrated here. 
90 
Revelation, a picture emerges of a distinct community in a unique covenantal relationship 
with the divine creator. Peter’s identification of the church as holy and chosen, and as 
aliens and exiles (1 Pt 2:11), is a clear reflection of the church as a distinct community in 
dynamic continuity with the history of Israel.5 
The church is a distinct community of disciples who are recipients of a new 
identity through volitional faith in Christ, and are, in the words of Robert Webber, 
committed to “living under the reign of Jesus in the way Jesus taught.”6 It is precisely this 
new identity and this divine king that differentiates the church from the surrounding 
culture.7 Christian identity is “forged through . . . a positive process of giving allegiance 
to something distinctive;” this is Peter’s understanding of the church.8 The community is 
distinct in its religious proclamation of identity in Christ, but it also becomes distinct as it 
adopts a way of life, through spiritual formation, that contrasts the dominant norms. It is 
in the process of becoming something new that the community discovers that it does not 
belong. This is nonconformity through transformation. 
The distinct identity of the church is not dissociation with, or rejection of, culture; 
neither is it accommodating. In the words of Miroslav Volf, “Christian difference is . . . 
not an insertion of something new into the old from outside, but a bursting out of the new 
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precisely within the proper space of the old.”9 This space, then, becomes the space in 
which the church is called to gospel proclamation, “to proclaim the mighty acts” of God 
(1 Pt 2:9). The distinct identity of the church must become the impetus for cultural 
engagement.10 The transformed community must also be the transforming community. 
The church is a distinct community. This theological assertion is a formative 
concept that can cultivate kingdom imagination if affirmed, taught, reiterated, and 
internalized within the worshiping community. It is an ecclesial framework for faithful 
nonconformity that can be reinforced through recounting the narrative of Daniel, 
observing the ritual of baptism, and practicing the discipline of Sabbath rest. 
 
Narrative: Daniel 
 The narrative of Daniel can cultivate kingdom imagination if told, interpreted, and 
creatively engaged, in the distinct community. Dr. Brueggemann identifies the 
significance of this narrative for informing the ecclesial framework of distinctiveness. He 
states, “There is no doubt that in these narratives Daniel is a representative Jew who has 
learned to sustain and enact his distinctive Jewish identity in the presence of indifferent or 
hostile imperial power, a task required of every serious Jew in the Persian and Hellenistic 
periods.”11 Daniel, however, did not simply seek preservation of his particularity, he 
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11 Walter Brueggemann, An Introduction to the Old Testament: The Canon and Christian 
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sought the application of his faith within the foreign context in which he found himself.12 
The narrative of Daniel is a picture of faith in exile. It is a story of distinctiveness, and of 
cultural and political engagement. It is a narrative that embodies the tensions of faithful 
nonconformity; it embraces the formation of a particular identity that augments the 
distance between the alien and the culture, yet simultaneously reconciles the two through 
redemptive influence. 
 There is a dynamism present within the text itself that speaks to the creative 
adaptability of the story to changing social and historical realities. Old Testament scholar 
John Goldingay emphasizes the continuity of the particular in the changing contexts of 
Daniel’s story. “As dynasties pass (Babylonian, Median, Persian), the Jewish presence 
persists and grows in importance.”13 The contemporary church that tells this story must 
see itself in Daniel’s pursuit of faithful engagement, embrace the identity that comes from 
affirming Yahweh’s unique redemptive plan, and understand itself as a community of 
exiles who are to seek the shalom of their strange home.14 As the story of Daniel becomes 
the story of the distinct community, the church will itself discover shalom in its changing 
contexts. 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                     
12 Joyce G. Baldwin, Daniel: An Introduction and Commentary (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 
Press, 1978), 53. 
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14 See Jeremiah 29:4-9. Also see Brueggemann, Disruptive Grace, 286; Pamela J. Scalise, “The 
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Ritual: Baptism 
 The ritual of baptism can cultivate kingdom imagination if encouraged, observed, 
and celebrated in the distinct community. Baptism is an intentional act of identification 
with the particular narrative of God’s redemptive plan in and through Jesus Christ. It is a 
declaration of allegiance. It is an affirmation of identity. It is a birth into a new 
community. Each of these is distinct; baptism is a commitment to a single king, a specific 
identity, and a set apart community. 
 The baptized Christian declares her allegiance to Christ as king. Baptism in the 
early church definitively established the Roman church as a community set apart from the 
dominant customs of Rome precisely because the baptismal declaration, “Jesus is Lord,” 
put the Christians directly at odds with the Imperial cult and the polytheistic pluralism 
that defined the cultural landscape.15 “Jesus is Lord . . . therefore Caesar is not.”16 
 The baptized Christian proclaims the reality of her new identity. Dr. Stafford 
explains that baptism as a ritual is a declaration of “who we are in the sight of God (We 
are Christ-people), what we confess to the world (We believe that Jesus was crucified for 
our sins and raised from the dead to give us life), and how we understand our daily 
vocation (We are to be dead to sin and alive to God; as the baptized, we are to ‘walk in 
newness of life’).”17 These are the defining aspects of the distinct identity the Christian 
claims. 
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 The baptized Christian is initiated into a distinct community. The practice of 
baptism is rich in meaning, significance, and theological interpretation. It is observed in 
many different ways within the broad spectrum of Christian thought and practice across 
the world. Despite these variances, however, “above all . . . baptism is oriented toward 
our participation in community;”18 it is the “gateway to . . . membership . . . in the new 
family.”19 However it might be practiced, and whatever else it may be said to convey, 
“this rite inducts the new believer into the shared practices of the believing community 
which is defined and ruled by the story of Christ’s life, death, and resurrection.”20 This is 
a widely affirmed theological assertion.  
 The distinction of the church derives from its new identity; it is, writes Volf, 
“forged through . . . a positive process of giving allegiance to something distinctive.”21 
Baptism is a “visual word of proclamation” bearing witness to that allegiance.22 The 
church that celebrates baptism establishes itself within its unique context as a distinct 
community of those who claim Christ as king, and actively seek his transforming 
kingdom together. 
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Discipline: Sabbath 
 The discipline of Sabbath rest can cultivate kingdom imagination if elucidated, 
encouraged, and practiced in the distinct community. The Sabbath has always been an 
expression of faithful nonconformity. The Sabbath has existed from the outset as an 
alternative to cultural norms, a means of identifying with a God of rest and divine 
provision, and a call to solidarity within a distinct community. 
 The Sabbath has always been an expression of socioeconomic resistance; it is a 
practice that defies dominant social structures that incite jealousy, fear, competition, 
oppression, and exploitation.23 The Sabbath is antithetical to restlessness and 
relentlessness, both of which define an extensive range of cultural expressions. In other 
words, relentlessness is consistent across dynamic cultural manifestations; consequently, 
the Sabbath can be as well. This is evident in the insatiable demands of Pharaoh’s 
kingdom and Caesar’s empire; it is also unmistakable in the consumeristic commodity-
driven society of contemporary America.24 Religion, too, can be relentless.25 Sabbath rest 
is a consistent form of resistance despite the changes in culture.  
 The Sabbath commandment was first announced in the fading shadow of the 
incessant expectations of Egypt’s king.26 In their newfound liberation, Israel was 
                                                     
23 Christopher Spotts, “The Possibilities of the Hebrew Sabbath for Black Theology,” Journal of 
the Society of Christian Ethics 33, no. 2 (2013): 45. 
 
24 Walter Brueggemann, Sabbath as Resistance (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2014), 
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concerned with discovering who they were to become. The Sabbath directive is an 
essential component of the celebrated commandments that stood at the center of the 
Israelites’ newly established identity as God’s covenant people.27 The introduction of the 
Sabbath enabled the Israelites to establish an active practice that would align them 
intimately and consistently with their God, and set them apart from the cultures in which 
they would find themselves.28 The Sabbath was implemented as a formative practice that 
reinforced the identity of Israel as a liberated people and provided a means for concretely 
expressing that identity of liberation.29 
 The Sabbath is fundamentally relational. Abraham Heschel, celebrated Jewish 
theologian, argues that, in the Sabbath economy, value is placed not on the commodities 
of creation but rather on “the seed of eternity planted in the soul.”30 Dr. Christopher 
Spotts asserts, “The Sabbath calls for a redefinition of humanity such that the human 
person has primacy over the goods she produces or consumes. . . . Within the Sabbath 
tradition, profit does not take precedence over people.”31 The Sabbath, therefore, 
encourages the recognition of others as valuable simply because they are created and 
loved by the God of the Sabbath. The Sabbath provides an opportunity to liberate and 
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resurrect the spirit of the worshiping community through the shared experience of 
participating in the act of sanctifying time.32 
 Dr. Brueggemann states, “The Sabbath concerns the maintenance of a distinct 
faith identity in the midst of a culture that is inhospitable to all distinct identities in its 
impatient reduction of all human life to the requirements of the market.”33 The Sabbath is 
a significant gift in the history of God’s creative and redemptive plan. The church that 
reawakens this meaningful discipline within the life of its congregation may discover a 
powerful means of maintaining its identity as a distinct community.   
 
Contemporary Implications: Competition 
 The ecclesial framework of the distinct community resists and transforms the 
culture of competition. The language of the distinct community emphasizes the inherent 
value of an identity established in a unique covenant relationship with the divine creator 
himself; this negates the need to compete for any fabricated criteria for establishing self-
worth. The narrative of Daniel encourages faith in exile that seeks to reconcile and 
redeem, rather than dominate and disparage, its context; this inverts the ethos of 
competition that provokes antagonism and division. The ritual of baptism proclaims the 
Christian’s identification with a resurrected king and a community in which all celebrate 
sacrifice and share in its ultimate victory; this is a subversive act challenging the 
dominant paradigm that pursues competitive advantage through power and oppression. 
The discipline of Sabbath requires confidence in divine provision and resists the 
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temptation to earn or control time or assets; this rejects the myth of scarcity that fuels 
competition and incites a perceived need for control.34 The distinct community does not 
conform; it transforms. 
 
The Adoptive Community 
 The church is an adoptive community. This ecclesial framework is established in 
the Apostle Paul’s use of the language of adoption. Paul’s theology of adoption was 
forged in the context of the Greco-Roman legal understanding of adoption, and with a 
view to the history of Judaism and the hopes of Christianity.35 The Greco-Roman 
understanding of adoption differs little from the term’s contemporary meaning. Adoption 
was indicative of a change in family and a legal change in status; the adopted child would 
receive a new parent, a new name, and the same rights given to children born within the 
home.36 This, in effect, is Paul’s contextualized metaphor for a soteriology in which the 
believer is called to experience the gospel as “personal, relational, and participatory.”37 
This soteriology emphasizes the work of the Spirit in gifting a new identity and status in 
God’s household to the believer; it is a soteriology of intimacy, shalom, and 
reconciliation.38 Through faith, the believer is adopted as a child of God (Gal 3:26). 
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 Paul clearly articulates that this new status is one which unifies all believers into 
one shared experience of identity, that is, one family. “There is neither Jew nor Gentile, 
neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. If 
you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise” 
(Gal 3:28-29). These verses connect Paul’s metaphor of adoption with the Abrahamic 
promise and the inclusive Christian proclamation. “The New Testament is clear on this 
point,” declares Dr. Chap Clark, “all people who belong to Christ belong to one another 
in the community, without reservation or qualification.”39 In this, the ecclesiological 
implications of Paul’s metaphor begin to emerge. 
 Dr. Clark has published two works that convey the significance of the language of 
adoption for understanding the relational responsibilities of the worshiping community.40 
In his work, he draws the reader’s attention to the implications of adoption not simply 
with respect to the individual’s status as a child, but as a sibling within the family of God. 
Clark emphasizes the equality of status that is inherent within the adoptive family. This 
family model of siblings in God’s household requires an “ethos of familial mutuality” in 
which it is the responsibility of the powerful in the community to protect the vulnerable 
and to facilitate fully experienced inclusion among all the adopted.41  
 The adoptive community adamantly asserts with Dr. Clark that, “we, as God’s 
adopted, are invited – indeed called – to live out of this reality in community as we gather 
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together as the family of God.”42 This is an invitation to nonconformity. The adopted 
child is removed from her initial household and placed in a completely new situation. 
Adoption necessitates a disassociation with one environment in order to embrace a new 
context. The first church demonstrated this act of nonconformity through rejecting the 
value systems of the dominant culture and the religious subcultures; instead, they 
gathered together as members of one family, with equal status.43 An adoptive 
ecclesiology is no less an act of nonconformity in today’s “world of increasing relational 
fragmentation and isolation.”44 To declare oneself part of the family of God is to set 
oneself apart from any other community, and instead to participate in the transforming 
telos of God. For this is “no ordinary act of dwelling together; it is an icon of God’s 
redemptive work in the world.”45 The adoptive community is inherently incompatible 
with the adaptive trajectory of the church. 
The church is an adoptive community. This theological assertion is a formative 
concept that can cultivate kingdom imagination if affirmed, taught, reiterated, and 
internalized within the worshiping community. It is an ecclesial framework for faithful 
nonconformity that can be reinforced through recounting the narrative of Mephiboseth, 
observing the ritual of footwashing, and practicing the discipline of hospitality. 
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Narrative: Mephibosheth 
 The narrative of Mephibosheth, as recounted in 2 Samuel 9, can cultivate 
kingdom imagination if told, interpreted, and creatively engaged, in the adoptive 
community. As with all scriptural texts, Mephibosheth’s story can and should be read 
within the context of Israel’s history and scriptures; it should be read and interpreted 
exegetically and inductively. The story, however, may also be read as an analogical 
typology for Paul’s adoptive gospel and as a myth that depicts the telos of the adoptive 
community.46 
 The story of Mephibosheth is replete with ambiguity and tension. An exegetical 
reading of the text proves difficult in providing conclusive renderings of the underlying 
motivations and experiences of the story’s actors. As Old Testament scholar Antony 
Campbell aptly observes, “there is ambiguity here and it will not be removed.”47 This 
accounts for scholarly disagreement concerning King David’s intent bringing 
Mephibosheth to his table. All typology includes differences between the type and the 
antitype; the responsible interpreter “must note the differences as well as the 
likenesses.”48 Regardless of the king’s motivations, when read typologically through a 
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hermeneutic of ecclesial nonconformity, there are noticeable particular analogical 
elements between Mephibosheth’s story and Paul’s gospel of adoption.49 
 The narrative recounts the story of Mephibosheth, a man who, at five years of 
age, became an orphan, a cripple, and a former heir to royalty.50 The story begins with the 
protagonist living a life of little reputation in a land of no significance. King David then 
redeems Mephibosheth. He addresses him with a “salvation oracle,”51 and restores his 
honor and security through returning to him the property of his grandfather, King Saul, 
and inviting him to eat “always at the king’s table . . . like one of the king’s sons” (2 Sm 
9:13, 11). The king’s self-proclaimed motivation is a gracious intent to extend kindness, 
literally “hesed” (חֶסֶד), to Jonathan’s family.52 
  In Paul’s theology, the vulnerable, broken, disabled, and spiritually orphaned, are 
adopted into a royal household, invited to eat at the table of the king, and made co-heirs 
of a divine kingdom. Those redeemed through faith become sons and daughters of the 
king. All of this is given for no reason other than the kindness, the steadfast love, the 
“hesed” (חֶסֶד), of the divine king. The identity of the believer is “defined by covenant” 
                                                     
49 Ibid. Mickelsen rightly distinguishes the differences between typology and allegory.  
 
50 See 2 Samuel 4:4. 
 
51 Walter Brueggemann, First and Second Samuel (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 
1990), 268. 
 
52 Ibid. 
 
103 
that is motivated by God’s steadfast love, by which we are adopted into his family.53 
Here, then, is the evidence of the antitype in Paul’s theology.54 
 Beyond the typology of adoption, the church can reimagine this text as a mythic 
narrative establishing the familial ideal to which the community aspires. Here, “myth” is 
to be understood not in the sense of a fabricated and fictional tale, but rather as a story 
which “[mediates] irreducible opposites,”55 and establishes for the community an 
understood identity that is established in the hope of adoption in a king’s household. 
Myth stands in tension with the parabolic, which here represents the realities against 
which the adoptive community must contend; the parabolic state of the church is the 
community in which the redeemed fail to function as the siblings they are declared to be, 
where individuals and populaces are marginalized or forsaken as outsiders. The myth, 
alternatively, anticipates a family in which all sit as brothers and sisters, as equals in the 
king’s household, regardless of the disabilities and distinct traits that distinguish each one 
from another. 
 The story of Mephibosheth serves as a myth for the community that expects to 
approach the “Lord’s table: hobbled, perhaps, and not as pretty as we would like. But at 
this magnificent board, our helplessness is hidden. We have been taken into the family of 
God. We dare to eat at the table of the King.”56 At the heart of this myth is the language 
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of a love that confronts the divisive patterns of culture, and instead “acts to affirm a God-
created identity.”57 The adoptive community can begin to redeem “the atrophied 
understandings and declining capacities for love in our society” by narrating the 
interrelationships of its own community through the lens of this particular story.58  
 
Ritual: Footwashing 
 The ritual of footwashing can cultivate kingdom imagination if encouraged, 
observed, and celebrated in the adoptive community. “True discipleship entails both 
giving in love to others (that is, washing their feet) and receiving life from the Son 
through the church (that is, having our feet washed).”59 This communal reciprocity of 
extending Christ’s love is central to life in the adoptive community; the ritual of 
footwashing serves as a physical expression and image of this love. 
 Footwashing has a rich history in Christian tradition. It has been practiced through 
the centuries in several institutional and denominational expressions of faith, each with 
varying emphases, theological perspectives, and different contexts, both ecclesial and 
geographical. Footwashing occurs in special services, in standard liturgies, and on 
religious holidays; it is practiced in some traditions by the leadership alone and, in others,  
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by the corporate body.60 The same text, however, is central to every diverse 
understanding and method of footwashing in the church. 
 John 13 serves as the church’s footwashing narrative. In this text, Christ adopts 
the traditional role of a servant (δοῦλος), picking up a towel and exhorting his disciples to 
permit him to wash their feet and to follow his example. The significance of Jesus’ act, 
and the whole intent of his command has been, and will continue to be, the subject of 
much analysis and consideration.61 Peter clearly did not understand Christ’s actions; it 
would be presumptuous for even the finest scholar to assume full comprehension of the 
text. At the heart of the text, however, is a humble demonstration of servanthood enacted 
by the one in whom “all things hold together . . . who is the head of the church” (Col 
1:17-18).  
 Historical theologian, Thomas O’Loughlin exclaims, “There is a mutuality of 
discipleship when all have to express their belonging to the church in the messy and 
awkward activity of footwashing!”62 This mutuality is central to the adoptive community. 
In the adoptive community, Clark writes, “the child . . . has something to bring to the 
adult; the teenager has something to bring to the senior; and vice versa.”63 This can be 
expressed, both symbolically and in actuality, as an adult washes the feet of a child, as a 
                                                     
60 Stafford, Theology for Disciples, 441-43. Dr. Stafford succinctly delineates the history of the 
practice from the first century to the twentieth. 
 
61 James D. G. Dunn, “Washing of the Disciples' Feet in John 13:1-20,” Zeitschrift für die 
neutestamentliche Wissenschaft und die Kunde der älteren Kirche 61, no. 3-4 (1970). Dunn here 
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teenager washes the feet of senior, or as a pastor washes the feet of her staff. The 
adoptive community that participates corporately in the ritual of footwashing enacts a 
“radical statement of equality” in which all are recipients of grace and simultaneously 
agents of that grace, that is, priests.64 The value distinctions that are fabricated by the 
dominant patterns of society are challenged in mutual footwashing. This ritual, explicitly 
commanded by Christ himself,65 calls “on us to recognize our human commonality and 
equality as creatures, and the bonds that unite us, in the Christ, as sisters and brothers in 
the Father's family.”66 This is adoptive community, and this is faithful nonconformity. 
 
Discipline: Hospitality 
 The discipline of hospitality can cultivate kingdom imagination if elucidated, 
encouraged, and practiced in the adoptive community. The discipline of hospitality is 
fully evident within Scripture and repeatedly enjoined by Christ; it is rich in significance 
within its biblical heritage.67 Despite its extensive presence within the scriptural canon, 
and its bearing on the practices of the ancient church, it is a discipline often left 
unconsidered, or at least under-addressed, by theologians and scholars in Christian 
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formation.68 It is, nonetheless, a concept foundational to the Christian gospel and should 
therefore be thoughtfully studied and intentionally integrated into the life and practices of 
the adoptive community.69 Failure to do so may lead not to an adoptive community, but 
rather to a “fractured community.”70 
 Hospitality is the act of creating a welcoming space for both friends and strangers 
through which there is an opportunity for formation.71 Strangers may certainly be those 
who come from outside the community, but those within the community can also be 
strangers. Dr. Ruth Haley Barton reminds her readers that the stranger may often be 
simply the individual who is “strange to you or different from you.”72 The challenge of 
the gospel is to extend hospitality to these strangers, “[welcoming] diversity, in the 
broadest sense of the word, and receiving the gifts that come through such diversity.”73 
Henri Nouwen asserts that as the community demonstrates hospitality to these “strangers 
in [their] midst,” they will be more easily able to extend their hospitality beyond 
themselves.74  
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 “In hospitality, the Spirit is at work creating relations of reciprocity between 
God’s children.”75 This statement, by theologian Thomas Reynolds, affirms the 
identification of hospitality as a spiritual discipline and a necessity for the practice of 
cultivating and sustaining an adoptive community. It is a spiritual discipline because it is 
an intentional act of partnering with the Holy Spirit in his work. It is important for the 
adoptive community because it acknowledges the experience of the outsider, the 
vulnerable, and the marginalized, and invites them “into the center of the family as a full 
participant in the community.”76 Hospitality is inextricably linked with the idea of 
reciprocal ministerial relationships in which all individuals, regardless of age, social 
status, or ability, are a valued part of the community and have the opportunity to 
contribute to the spiritual formation of the entire body.77 This is the heart of the adoptive 
community, and the telos of the Holy Spirit.78 
 Hospitality practices open table fellowship, meaningful service, and welcoming 
celebrations. Hospitality embraces the disabled, the vulnerable, and the different. 
Hospitality celebrates intergenerational relationships.79 Hospitality cultivates 
environments that are accessible for all and advocates for the “stranger on the margins.”80 
Hospitality is an act of nonconformity, for it permits the stranger to be heard and valued 
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independent of pressure to assimilate to culture’s perceptions of normalcy.81 Hospitality 
transforms; through it all are invited to become agents and beneficiaries of “God’s 
renovation.”82  
 Hospitality is best expressed “from within a community.”83 The adoptive 
community that seeks both to resist and transform culture must intentionally and 
creatively pursue means of extending sacred hospitality to strangers, those from within 
and without. The adoptive community that practices the discipline of hospitality will, in 
the interaction of receptivity between host and stranger, discover both the beautiful extent 
of God’s creation in the midst of the divine family, and the redemptive presence of the 
Father.84 
 
Contemporary Implications: Individualism 
 The ecclesial framework of the adoptive community resists and transforms the 
culture of individualism. The language of adoption emphasizes mutually invested familial 
relationships; this is intrinsically incompatible with the autonomy endorsed in 
individualism. The narrative of Mephibosheth highlights the indispensability of grace in 
the life of the adopted; this rejects and discredits the self-sufficiency of individualism. 
The ritual of footwashing physically engages in giving to, and receiving from, others as 
an extension of the love of Christ and a proclamation of familial equality; this symbol 
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and act of interdependence directly contrasts the atomization engendered by 
individualism. The discipline of hospitality welcomes the stranger as a unique, divine gift 
and affirms value in shared relationship, vulnerability, and mutual dependency; this 
actively contradicts the dissociating relativism of individualism that marginalizes the 
stranger under the pretense of tolerance.85 The adoptive community does not conform; it 
transforms. 
 
The Charismatic Community 
The church is a charismatic community. This theological declaration about the 
nature of the church emphasizes the church’s ultimate dependence on God for its life and 
purpose. Kingdom imagination is only possible within a charismatic community. The 
term charismatic is here used in connection with its biblical etymology, rather than in 
reference to the Charismatic movement that has become a particular expression of 
Christian religious thought and practice.86 The word χάρισμα (charisma) is a term of 
significance in Paul’s letters. It carries soteriological significance and ecclesiological 
implications.87 The word’s etymylogical association with χάρισ (charis), translated as 
grace, should not be overlooked. To assert that the church is a charismatic community is 
to declare that it exists and functions on account of divine grace and is accorded divine 
                                                     
85 Ibid., 102ff, 46-47. 
 
86 An analysis of Charismatic or Pentecostal movements is beyond the limited scope and 
ecumenical intent of this work. Hopefully, those within such traditions can affirm the above scripturally 
grounded theological assertions, and those without those traditions can remain open to these assertions 
without overburdening the term with socio-religious meaning that extends beyond its fundamental 
significance as an adjective associated with the broadly distributed gifts of the Holy Spirit as addressed in 
Paul’s letters. 
 
87 This is easily discerned by surveying Paul’s uses of the term. For scholarly affirmation of this 
multifaceted use of the term, see Clark H. Pinnock, Flame of Love: A Theology of the Holy Spirit (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1996). 
111 
gifts through the agency and volition of the Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit is intimately 
involved in the soteriology of the church, the identity of the church, and the mission of 
the church. 
The church is only a redeemed community insofar as it is a charismatic 
community. The Holy Spirit is the one through whom saving faith is made possible. 
Stanley Grenz states that the Holy Spirit is a mysterious agent of “conviction, call, 
illumination, and enablement.”88 These are all terms with soteriological significance. The 
conviction necessary for repentance, the call that invites participation, the illumination 
that reveals the “light of the gospel” (2 Cor 4:4), and the enablement that makes faith 
possible, are all found in the work of the Holy Spirit.89 These aspects of participation in 
the reconciling work of God are inherent to the transformation that Paul speaks of in 
Romans 12. It is important to recall here that Paul’s imperative necessitates personal 
action through divine agency; in his words, “present your bodies as a living sacrifice by 
means of God’s mercies.” Transformation cannot occur apart from the Holy Spirit.   
The church is a community in fellowship with one another and with God precisely 
because it is a charismatic community. Theologian Clark Pinnock articulates this, “The 
Spirit is central for ecclesiology because he is the source of fellowship among humans in 
history and the bond of love between Father and Son in eternity.”90 God’s redemptive 
work is a reconciling work that dissolves categories of division and crosses boundaries; 
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the Spirit unites the disparate.91 Paul emphasizes this in his letter to Ephesus, where he 
calls the church “members of the household of God who have access in one Spirit to the 
Father” (Eph 2:19,18).92 Paul goes on to paint the church as the temple of God “by his 
Spirit” (Eph 2:22 NIV). 
The church is a community that manifests the kingdom in its life and 
proclamation because it is a charismatic community. The Holy Spirit endows every 
Christian with gifts that enable the church to function according to its divine call. Two 
highly respected theologians, Hans Küng and Jürgen Moltmann, adamantly declare that 
“every Christian is a charismatic.”93 Anthony Thiselton similarly states, “Every Christian 
receives the Holy spirit.”94 Paul clearly indicates that the Spirit gives particular gifts to 
individuals, according to the Spirit’s volition.95 These gifts are given with a purpose. 
They serve to unite the church in faith and love, to encourage and strengthen the body, 
and to equip the church for ministry.96  
 The imperative of kingdom imagination necessitates active participation in the life 
and mission of the eschatological kingdom. Paul states, “If we live by the Spirit, let us 
also be guided by the Spirit” (Gal 5:25). Küng reflects on this verse concluding, “The 
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pneumatic existence of the believer is lived in the dialectic between an indicative and an 
imperative.”97 This is, likewise, the state of the worshiping community, existing and 
acting amidst the effusive outpouring of God’s Spirit.98 The charismatic community 
engages its context in ways that partner with, and manifest, God’s Spirit. The community 
then provides in itself, and through its actions, a medium through which the Spirit can 
work redemptively, instilling in creation the eschatological hope of God’s future reign.99 
This impression of God’s future upon the present is an act of “hopeful subversion” and 
the charismatic church is a part of it.100 
 The church is a charismatic community. This theological assertion is a formative 
concept that can cultivate kingdom imagination if affirmed, taught, reiterated, and 
internalized within the worshiping community. It is an ecclesial framework for faithful 
nonconformity that can be reinforced through recounting the narrative of Philip and the 
Ethiopian Eunuch, observing the ritual of testimony, and practicing the discipline of 
celebration. 
 
Narrative: Philip and the Ethiopian Eunuch 
 The narrative of Philip and the Ethiopian Eunuch, as read in Acts 8:26-40, can 
cultivate kingdom imagination if told, interpreted, and creatively engaged, in the 
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charismatic community.101 This story occurs as one narrative among others that illustrate 
the dawning of the Christian church. It is located in the text between multiple stories of 
conversion. Summarized, the narrative describes an interaction between Philip and a 
traveling Ethiopian Eunuch; the Holy Spirit directs them to one another, Philip explains 
the gospel to the Ethiopian, and the latter is promptly baptized. This narrative reinforces 
the identity of the church as a charismatic community because it demonstrates the role of 
the Holy Spirit as a guiding, uniting, redemptive, eschatological agent. 
 The role of the Holy Spirit as divine guide is conspicuous within the text. “The 
Spirit said to Philip, ‘Go over to this chariot and join it’” (Acts 8:29).  This is preceded by 
a directive given by an “angel of the Lord” (Acts 8:26) who led Philip to the location of 
this encounter. The question of distinction between these two divine mediators, if there is 
any, is surpassed by their offer of divine guidance and Philip’s attentive response to their 
directives.102 Here the imperative of personal agency in response to divine guidance is on 
display. Philip and the Ethiopian are prominent actors within the story, their responses 
laudable; however, the protagonist is the Spirit of God and the plot is divinely 
orchestrated.103 
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  The Spirit of fellowship (κοινωνία) that subverts alienating perceptions of 
difference and “creates unity in diversity” is clearly present within this narrative.104 The 
specific nature of the Ethiopian’s ethnographic and religious identity is left ambiguous in 
the text and has little consensus in academic literature.105 What is evident, however, is 
that he is a socially prominent Ethiopian; consequently, there is a distinction between 
these two men.106 Philip joins the Ethiopian in his chariot and the disparate are united by 
the power of the Spirit and through the gospel narrative that invites all into participation 
in the death and resurrection of Christ. In his response to the gospel through the act of 
baptism, the Ethiopian enters into a new relationship with God and his companion. 
Together, they are “children of God through faith” (Gal 3:26) and “heirs according to the 
promise” (Gal 3:29). They are the fellowship of the redeemed; they are the church.107  
 The Spirit’s role in facilitating the traveler’s journey of faith and discovery in this 
occasion is unmistakable in the text.108 Philip is a model evangelist, attentive to the Spirit, 
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willing to cross cultural boundaries, sensitive to the other, aware of the scriptures, and 
confident in the gospel.109 The primary agent of conversion, however, continues to be the 
Holy Spirit. Philip’s actions represent faithful response to divine directive rather than 
autonomous mission. 
 This narrative illustrates the eschatological mission of the Holy Spirit. In Acts 1:8, 
Christ informs the church, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come 
upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to 
the ends of the earth.” This verse casts a shadow of significance upon the narrative.110 
The identity of the traveler as an Ethiopian places him as one from a great distance, what 
would have commonly been considered “the ends of the earth.”111 Here, then, is evidence 
of God’s Spirit and God’s servant together engaged in the hopeful realization of God’s 
mission.112 This interaction is, however, “absurd,” Dr. Craig Keener argues. This 
transformation experience occurred in an unexpected setting, at a unique hour, through 
unconventional interaction, and at odds with preconceived religious ideals.113 Keener 
asserts, however, that “the Spirit helps God’s agent violate conventions and expectations 
at strategic moments to fulfill God’s mission.”114 This is charismatic nonconformity.  
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Ritual: Testimony 
 The ritual of testimony within community can cultivate kingdom imagination if 
encouraged, observed, and celebrated in the charismatic community. Dr. Anna Carter 
Florence identifies perhaps the most significant reason for this, that is, “Testimony is our 
oldest model for talking about God.”115 Here, she is specifically addressing the biblical 
precedent of revelation through testimony. Florence turns to Walter Brueggeman and 
philosopher Paul Ricoeur as scholars who emphasize the testimonial component of 
Scripture.116 Ricoeur identifies four aspects of testimony evidenced in Isaiah 43:8-13.117 
These four traits of testimony underscore the imperative, charismatic, communal, and 
countercultural emphases inherent in Christian testimony.  
 First, Ricoeur asserts that testimony is an action particular to those who have been 
sent.118 Theologian Kevin Vanhoozer reminds his readers that, “All disciples are called to 
be witnesses,” and the witness is the one who testifies.119 Dr. Amanda Hontz Drury 
echoes Vanhoozer, but goes further; “Christians are called to testify,” she writes, they are 
“obligated to speak of God . . . . [Testimony] is required of the Church . . . [and is] the 
substance of our sustenance as people of faith.”120 Christian testimony, however, extends 
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beyond an account of personal experience. “Testifying is,” states Vanhoozer, “a way of 
putting others in a position of coming to know something.”121 The call of the Christian 
witness is to reflect the testimony of the very one who calls the witness; testimony is an 
act of making God known. Riceour’s next observation reflects this. 
 Second, Riceour notes that testimony is not inherently possessed by the witness, 
“it proceeds from the Other.”122 Testimony, in the words of practical theologian Kenda 
Creasy Dean, “always points to God, to what God has done, and to what we believe this 
means for us and for the church.”123 The authority of testimony is precisely grounded in 
this, not in autonomous experience, but in the personal proclamation of an experience of 
encountering the immanent divine creator.124 Israel’s testimony, according to 
Brueggemann, always addresses the concept of “Yahweh-in-relation.”125 This living 
relationship between God and his creation is narrated through testimony. At the heart of 
Christian testimony, however, is the realization that no individual can adequately convey 
in words an encounter with God.126 A divine encounter is a charismatic experience, as is 
the testimony thereof. The Christian’s relationship with God is intimately experienced 
through the “Spirit that dwells [within]” (Rom 8:11), and the relationship is understood 
through the testimony of Christ’s Spirit. Paul writes, “it is that very Spirit bearing 
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witness with our spirit that we are children of God” (Rom 8:16). With this text in mind, 
Dr. Drury contends, “Our spirits testify as a response to the Spirit’s testimony.”127 The 
very act of testifying is empowered by the Holy Spirit; Christ foretold this in Mark 13:11, 
and it is evidenced within Scripture and throughout the history of the church.128 
 Third, Riceour observes that testimony is proclamation for the benefit of all.129 It 
is, in this manner, public. Riceour and Brueggemann both remind their readers that there 
is a proper setting for testimony. In its traditional sense, the setting is a courtroom; it is a 
space in which the testimony demands interpretation.130 Testimony requires an 
interpretive setting, and is consequently unavoidably communal in its application. The 
role of the worshiping community then is evident; it must be an interpretive community. 
Testimony is, Riceour argues, intrinsically interpretive while simultaneously demanding 
interpretation through further testimony.131 The interpretive community of faith therefore 
continually engages in an indefinite work of testimony and countertestimony as it 
interprets the testimonies of the past in its proclamation of the work of God in the 
present, and its hope for the future.132 
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 Finally, Riceour concludes that testimony is a lived engagement with the 
proclamation of belief and narrative.133 Vanhoozer expresses, likewise, “The way a 
witness gives testimony must cohere with that to which testimony is given;” in other 
words, the witness must “embody [his] argument.”134 This stresses the formative aspect 
of testimony. It shapes the witness and the interpretive community and does so 
irrespective of cultural currents. It is divinely initiated, not culturally invited.135 The 
power of testimony as a charismatic ritual of kingdom imagination is that it is 
characteristically dynamic and unrestricted by context or circumstance. It encompasses, 
writes Kenda Creasy Dean, “an endless array of forms, an inexhaustible number of 
occasions for which it is appropriate.”136 Anna Carter Florence highlights the practice as 
anything but complacent or compliant, rather it “breaks rules and smashes idols. . . . It is 
unhesitatingly honest and hopelessly naïve. It is bold, daring, concrete, and outrageous,” 
and it empowers the marginalized.137 Dr. Drury calls testimony “normative Christian 
practice.”138 This is what it must become within the charismatic community of 
transformed nonconformists. 
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Discipline: Celebration 
 The discipline of celebration can cultivate kingdom imagination if elucidated, 
encouraged, and practiced in the charismatic community. There are many who might find 
it strange to categorize celebration as a discipline. Several influential writers on spiritual 
formation, however, have identified celebration as an important discipline for both the 
Christian and her faith community. Dallas Willard defines the discipline of Christian 
celebration. He writes, “We engage in celebration when we enjoy ourselves, our life, our 
world, in conjunction with, our faith and confidence in God’s greatness, beauty, and 
goodness. We concentrate on our life and world as God’s work and as God’s gift to 
us.”139 He continues, clarifying how this is expressed, “Typically this means that we 
come together with others who know God to eat and drink, to sing and dance, and to 
relate stories of God’s action for our lives and our people.”140 Willard’s definition 
incorporates several components of celebration that contribute to the pursuit of kingdom 
imagination; notably, celebration is a communal, charismatic, and countercultural 
discipline.  
 Celebration should be a community experience. The community that celebrates is 
the community that understands that God is the source of all good gifts. He “nourishes 
and sustains us. And this is the reason for celebrating.”141 God and his goodness are both 
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the subject and the object of celebration.142 As such, this discipline can only occur when 
God and his goodness are recognized, acknowledged, and experienced. His character and 
provision are made known through the life of the community. Willard points to the 
stories, that is, testimonies, of God’s people as an essential part of celebration.143 The 
goodness of God is not merely proclaimed in community, however; it is, on account of 
the Holy Spirit, experienced in community. 
 Celebration as a discipline emphasizes the charismatic identity of the church. 
Celebration is joy experienced and expressed through extolling the gifts of the divine 
creator, such as sustenance, healing, forgiveness, redemption, beauty, and the gift of 
adoption into God’s household.144 As addressed above, these are experienced within the 
faith community through the mediation of the Holy Spirit, who additionally mediates our 
relationships with God and with one another. It is through the Holy Spirit that the 
Christian is enabled first to understand her identity as beloved, and to receive the love of 
a sibling in the adoptive community.145 This, then becomes the source of joy and impetus 
for celebration. The celebration, then, extends to the gifts of one another; it rejoices in the 
diverse gifts of the Holy Spirit in the lives of one another as experienced in loving 
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relationship. The charismatic community celebrates a reciprocity of divine gifts through 
which forgiveness, healing, and love are experienced in community.146   
 Celebration as a discipline is countercultural. Celebration, as a general term, is not 
necessarily exclusive to the church; however, celebration understood as Christian 
discipline is particular. Celebration within the worshiping community is distinct from 
culturally defined celebrations that appropriate fabricated means of happiness from the 
storehouses of materialism. The pursuit of happiness has become trivialized in society; 
consequently, authentic joy has become elusive.147 Christian celebration subverts 
culturally prescribed methods of pursuing happiness, proclaiming Christ himself as the 
source of authentic joy.148 Christian celebration is additionally countercultural because 
the discipline calls for celebrating with, and on account of, those whom society has 
marginalized.149 Richard Foster declares, “There is no leveler of caste systems like 
festivity.”150 The charismatic community that celebrates the goodness of God is a 
community that celebrates freedom, that is, freedom from condemnation, isolation, 
temporal possessions, and culturally prescribed parameters for knowing joy.151 
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Contemporary Implications: Consumerism 
 The ecclesial framework of the charismatic community resists and transforms the 
culture of consumerism. The language of the charismatic community emphasizes the 
abundant and unmerited gifts of God; this is diametrically opposed to consumerism’s 
language of pursuit, acquisition, and accumulation. The narrative of Philip and the 
Ethiopian Eunuch illustrates the role of the Holy Spirit in facilitating relationships in 
which divine mission becomes a shared experience of meaning; this contradicts the 
consumeristic mindset that endorses the pursuit of personal ambition at the expense of 
relationship. The ritual of testimony claims the authority of divine experience, assumes 
authenticity, and expects interpretive scrutiny; this practice is incongruous with 
consumeristic marketing strategies that demand unqualified acceptance and presuppose 
the manipulation of stories, experience, and truth in pursuit of profit. The discipline of 
celebration adamantly emphasizes the grace and goodness of God as sufficient cause for 
expressed joy; this defies the culture of consumerism that stresses the necessity of 
acquiring material resources in order to experience personal fulfillment. The charismatic 
community does not conform; it transforms. 
 
The Anticipatory Community 
 The church is an anticipatory community. The anticipatory church lives with a 
disposition of expectation.152 This disposition takes shape through memory, hope, and 
realization; it is, respectively, implanted in past, future, and present. Practical theologians 
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Andrew Root and Kenda Creasy Dean address the church metaphorically as in a season 
of pregnancy.153 The image of pregnancy illustrates well the abiding drama of 
expectation.154 
 The pregnant woman remembers that the life within her originated through 
intimacy and knows it represents a continued history of relationship; the story of 
anticipation in Scripture is forged within a past context of affection, promise, and hope. 
Genesis 12 lays the foundation for the disposition of expectation that has come to 
characterize the people of God throughout history. “Now the Lord said to Abram, “Go 
from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show 
you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so 
that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I 
will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Gn 12:1-3). This 
promise establishes the backdrop of a series of promises that characterize the relationship 
between God and Israel. The drama of Scripture paints a picture of a persistent cycle of 
promise and fulfillment that bears witness to God’s faithfulness.155 The response of 
God’s people to this cycle is expectation. The expectations of God’s people and the 
“ongoing, irresistible promise of God” are instilled with new meaning in the arrival, 
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death, and resurrection of Christ.156 In the words of Paul, “For in [Christ] every one of 
God’s promises is a ‘Yes.’” (2 Cor 1:20).  
 The pregnant woman looks forward to a time of new birth; the testimony of 
Scripture boldly asserts a conclusion to history in which the reign of God is ultimately 
consummated and creation itself is reborn.157 “There will come a time,” asserts N. T. 
Wright, “when, in the great renewal of the world that Easter itself foreshadowed, Jesus 
himself will be personally present and will be the agent and model of the transformation 
that will happen both to the whole world and also to believers. This expectation and hope, 
expressed so clearly in the New Testament, continues undiminished.”158 This hope is 
central to the identity, purpose, and trajectory of the community’s life. 
 The pregnant woman experiences the painful realities that precede birth, awaits 
delivery, and simultaneously protects and nourishes the living child within her; the 
invitation of Scripture is participation in God’s immanent kingdom. Dr. Grenz declares 
that “insofar as the future is open, God summons humans to participate in his program in 
creating that future. God’s future will surely come, but we are invited to be involved in 
his historical work, bringing it to pass.”159 Root and Dean suggest that the church needs 
to “[embody] the world as God intends it to be.”160 This is precisely the intent of 
kingdom imagination, to realize in the present the eschatological proclamation of the 
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church.161 Kingdom imagination discerns and participates in the good, pleasing, and 
perfect will of God that has as its goal the divinely promised teleological conclusion to 
history.162 
 The church is an anticipatory community. This theological assertion is a formative 
concept that can cultivate kingdom imagination if affirmed, taught, reiterated, and 
internalized within the worshiping community. It is an ecclesial framework for faithful 
nonconformity that can be reinforced through recounting the narrative of the birth of 
Jesus, observing the ritual of the Lord’s Supper, and practicing the discipline of fasting. 
 
Narrative: The Birth of Jesus 
 
 The narrative of the birth of Jesus, found at the outset of Matthew’s gospel and 
Luke’s gospel, can cultivate kingdom imagination if told, interpreted, and creatively 
engaged, in the anticipatory community.163 The narrative of Jesus’ birth is central to the 
church’s historical celebration of Advent and Christmas. The season of Advent and 
Christmas affords an ideal opportunity for a continued retelling of this meaningful 
Christian narrative. Christmas, however, has long been an occasion for the convergence 
of consumerism and the church.164 Christmas is, perhaps, the most conspicuous example 
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of the competing narratives of culture and Christ.165 Interestingly, Jesus’ birth narratives 
directly confronted and subverted dominant cultural narratives of the first century. 
Additionally, they celebrated a new experience of eschatological fulfillment.  
 Jesus’ birth narrative is one of nonconformity. Marcus Borg identifies the 
dominant conflict of “lordships” in both gospels. Matthew’s gospel, Borg claims, is 
concerned with heralding the arrival of Jesus as the arrival of Israel’s true king. 
Matthew’s story sets Jesus over against King Herod and evokes Israel’s memories of 
Egypt. The story adamantly declares that “Jesus, not the Herods and Paharaohs of this 
world, is the true king and lord.”166 Luke, on the other hand, contrasts the lordship of 
Christ with that of Caesar. “By echoing language used about the Roman emperor,” in his 
narrative, the gospel author “affirms that Jesus, not Caesar, is the good news, the true 
savior and Son of God who brings peace.”167 The language Luke uses to convey the good 
news is itself imaginative and subversive, an exploitation and transformation of Roman 
and Jewish terms to convey a message that inverts socially accepted perceptions of value 
and authority.168 There is explicit socio-political commentary that accompanies both 
these gospel accounts.169 
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 Jesus’ birth narrative is innately eschatological, an occasion for the culmination of 
anticipation and, simultaneously, a regeneration of the same. Matthew is directly 
concerned with communicating the birth of Jesus as the fulfillment of Israel’s messianic 
hopes. The hopes of Israel were dynamic and varied. At the intersection of these hopes, 
however, was the anticipation of a divine intervention in history in which a leader would 
come and vindicate God’s people, end their oppression and suffering, and establish an 
everlasting kingdom.170 Matthew uses language of fulfillment generously and emphasizes 
Jesus’ identity as prophet and king, as the one Israel awaited.171 Luke, likewise, presents 
this first advent of Christ as the arrival of an anticipated savior. It is not simply the hopes 
of Israel that are realized in the child, however; Luke’s narration declares that the 
universe itself has a king and redeemer in this child.172 
 This nativity story is a narrative to be told by an anticipatory community. This 
child was the “embodiment of the eschatological action of God.”173 His arrival as 
Messiah marked the conclusion of an ancient anticipation. His arrival as Messiah also 
marked the beginning of a new expectation. In the words of Bible scholar Christopher 
Wright, Jesus “is not only (looking back) the end of the beginning; he is also (looking 
forward) the beginning of the end.”174 
 
                                                     
170 Wright, Knowing Jesus through the Old Testament, 26. 
 
171 Borg and Wright, The Meaning Of Jesus: Two Visions, 173, 81. 
 
172 Green, The Gospel of Luke, 135ff. Also see Kenneth Schenck, Jesus Is Lord!: An Introduction 
to the New Testament (Marion, IN: Triangle Publishing, 2003), 255-262. Matthew, too, understands the 
universal significance of Christ’s arrival. This is evident from the outset in his genealogy. 
 
173 Grenz, Theology for the Community of God, 329. 
 
174 Wright, Knowing Jesus through the Old Testament, 8. 
 
130 
Ritual: The Lord’s Supper 
 The ritual of the Lord’s Supper can cultivate kingdom imagination if encouraged, 
observed, and celebrated in the anticipatory community. The Lord's Supper is a tradition 
rich in meaning.175 This tradition has been the subject of theological consideration and 
discourse since the early days of the church. For all its interpretations, designations, and 
means of participation, it remains a central practice of the church whose mystery exceeds 
the most careful analyses and profound cogitation. Exploring these theological 
conversations largely exceeds the scope of this work. The depths of meaning inherent in 
this practice can, and should, be explored and elucidated within churches with respect to 
their particular theological convictions. Here, it is enough to assert that this practice is 
one of anticipation.  
 “The Lord’s Supper is a meal of anticipation.”176 Dr. Gordon Smith here directly 
asserts the significance of this ritual as one that reinforces the ecclesial framework of 
anticipation. The anticipatory community was defined above in terms of memory, hope, 
and realization. These concepts are fully present within the practice of the Lord’s Supper. 
 The meal is one of corporate memory. This is firmly embedded in the tradition of 
the Passover meal celebrated by Jesus and his disciples, and explicitly stated by Christ 
himself, “Do this in remembrance of me” (Lk 22:19). The Passover context of the Lord’s 
Supper is often omitted from church liturgy and education, but its significance should not 
be overlooked. This meal was one in which the participants were invited to immerse 
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themselves in the history they proclaimed, identifying personally with the stories of their 
ancestors. In participating in this tradition, the disciples firmly understood themselves to 
be a part of Israel’s history as a people of expectation.177 As such, this meal was an act of 
anamnesis, that is, “ongoing participation in the saving reality established in the past.”178 
The anamnesis of the contemporary church, in faithfulness to Christ’s command, centers 
on the incarnation, death, and resurrection of Christ.179   
 The meal is one of hope. In one sentence, Dr. Grenz summarizes the meal as one 
of memory and hope, “The Lord’s Supper . . . is a celebration of the story of Jesus in its 
finality and totality, from cross to crown.”180 The Lord’s Supper is one which looks 
forward to the consummation of God’s kingdom, a second advent of the meal’s divine 
host, and a celebratory heavenly feast.181 
 This meal is one of realization. Smith carefully articulates the eschatological 
contours of this practice. The Christ that is remembered is presently in the midst of the 
community as host of the meal, and the Christian declaration affirms the redemptive 
actions of Christ as having eternal, and consequently present, implications. The present is 
defined by the past. It is not simply the past that informs the present, however; the future 
does as well. The anticipatory community is formed by the very object of its expectation 
as it participates in this ritual. Smith writes, “The Lord's Supper is a means by which 
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hope is both declared and cultivated. . . . our present is shaped, informed, and ultimately 
transformed by the reality of a meal that is yet to come.”182 The anticipatory community 
that participates in this ritual of memory, hope, and realization reaffirms in this ritual its 
identity as a family of faith committed to the lordship of Christ, and consequently a 
people “alien to this world and its values.”183 
 
Discipline: Fasting 
 The discipline of fasting can cultivate kingdom imagination if elucidated, 
encouraged, and practiced in the anticipatory community. Fasting plays a substantial role 
in both Jewish and Christian history. The church that seeks fidelity to its heritage, 
therefore, must consider the significance of this practice.184 Like other rituals and 
disciplines addressed here, fasting can take many expressions and serve as a response to 
many circumstances. However else a community may choose to consider this practice, 
the anticipatory church will benefit from adopting the practice as an eschatological one.  
 The scriptural text that perhaps best reflects an eschatological view of fasting is 
Luke 5:33-35 and its synoptic parallels.185 “Then they said to him, ‘John’s disciples, like 
the disciples of the Pharisees, frequently fast and pray, but your disciples eat and drink.’ 
Jesus said to them, ‘You cannot make wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with 
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them, can you? The days will come when the bridegroom will be taken away from them, 
and then they will fast in those days.’” This passage conveys the tension between 
fulfillment and expectation that is characteristic of the anticipatory community.186 Fasting 
is a discipline of memory, hope, and realization. 
 Fasting is a discipline of memory. The memory of the church is engaged in two 
ways. First, fasting is a shared experience that connects the worshiping community with 
its ancestors of faith and their ancient story of holy longing.187 Second, fasting in an act 
of “memorializing the work of Christ.”188 New Testament scholar Scot McKnight argues 
that scriptural precedent for the practice of fasting suggests that it is undertaken in 
response to a sacred event or circumstance; often, it is a response of grief.189 “The point is 
this,” he writes, “fasting identifies with God’s perspective and grief in a sacred 
moment.”190 Fasting, in this sense, is a natural response to the retelling of Christ’s 
passion; it is an opportunity to grieve with the God who enters into solidarity with our 
suffering through the cross. 
 Fasting is a discipline of hope. John and his disciples fasted as a means of 
embodying their eschatological hope.191 Jesus, in engaging his inquirers, declared that 
Israel’s hopes had been fulfilled in his very presence. This was, therefore, a time for 
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feasting. Jesus made clear, however, that fasting would resume. In his absence, Christ’s 
disciples now live in a state of renewed hope, fasting once again in anticipation, looking 
forward to the kingdom feast that is yet to come.192 
 Fasting is a discipline of realization. This realization occurs in the intersection of 
protest, expectation, and empowerment. McKnight calls attention to fasting in the present 
as an act of protest that laments the brokenness of the world and simultaneously 
acknowledges corporate responsibility for effecting healing and restoration.193 In concert 
with the hope of the arrival of God’s kingdom, the anticipatory community fasts as it 
prays, “your kingdom come” (Mt. 6:10) and discerns what role it has in manifesting that 
hope. This lament and longing are met in fasting with the revelation that God himself will 
empower and sustain the community in its state of poverty.194 The anticipatory 
community understands itself as the charismatic community, and in its fasting expects a 
divine movement in the present through the power and agency of the Holy Spirit. In its 
fasting, the anticipatory community laments a culture of conformity, expects 
transformation, and believes that God’s kingdom will be realized in the present. This is 
an act of kingdom imagination. 
 
Contemporary Implications: Digital Diversion 
  
 The ecclesial framework of the anticipatory community resists and transforms the 
culture of digital diversion. The language of anticipation invites the church to full and 
                                                     
192 McKnight, Fasting, 123-26. Also see Berghuis, Christian Fasting, 163-169. 
 
193 McKnight, Fasting, 123, 99ff. McKnight illustrates this through examining Isaiah 58 and 56.  
 
194 Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines, 166-168. 
135 
common participation in a magnificent, meaningful narrative; this offers a rich alternative 
to isolating attempts to belong through abbreviated personal commentary and digital 
associations that masquerade as authentic community. The narrative of Jesus’ birth 
heralds a divine king whose reign surpasses all contenders for allegiance; this includes 
the cultural regimes of the digital environment that constantly compete for attention and 
devotion. The ritual of the Lord’s Supper draws the participants into a particular story 
with which they interact through anamnesis and hope; the singular focus of this practice 
resists the dissonance and distraction characteristic of contemporary digital 
technologies.195 The discipline of fasting serves as embodied longing, protesting 
brokenness, awaiting divine response, and manifesting kingdom hope; this discipline 
offers an empowering redemptive means for engaging difficult circumstances rather than 
seeking digital escape. The anticipatory community does not conform; it transforms. 
 
The Creative Community 
 The church is a creative community. Creativity is a broadly studied and innately 
ambiguous term.196 Clarification is, therefore, necessary. The primary concern here is not 
to promote a theology of aesthetics within the church or to reflect on artistic endeavors in 
the church, though worshiping communities would likely benefit from such theological 
inquiry. This ecclesial framework, rather, invites the church “to join in the creative vision 
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God has for the world, and to embody this vision in [the community’s] creative work.”197 
Here, creativity is perhaps best understood in terms of innovation and imagination 
embedded in eschatological participation. Nonconformity requires imaginative 
subversion that creatively pursues alternatives to the status quo in partnership with the 
creative work of the Holy Spirit.198 The creative community emphasizes eschatological 
participation and embraces vulnerability. 
 The creative community pursues eschatological participation. The creative church 
understands the present to be subject to the anticipated reality of the consummation of 
God’s kingdom in a renewed creation, a work of redemption through re-creation. This 
vision for creation, then, provides the perspective through which the church acts and 
creates, offering a perspective not defined by the present, but rather by the future. The 
intentional actions, therefore, of the church need not be defined by cultural norms, for the 
creative church lives in the firm declaration that “God’s ways are not locked into the 
present status quo.”199 The kingdom of God is, first and foremost, established by God, but 
the creative community acknowledges the divine invitation to participate in manifesting 
God’s future kingdom in its present circumstances.200 Theologian Jeremy Begbie 
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captures this well; he writes, “the Spirit does not come to tell us everything is up to us 
from now on. The Spirit arrives with a vision of a future already assured, and invites us to 
share in his work of re-creating the present in light of that future. When the Spirit comes 
there is subversion, certainly, but a hopeful subversion.”201 
 The creative community realizes that creativity is innately vulnerable. The 
redemptive work of God in Christ serves as the model and source for the church’s 
creativity.202 The kenosis, incarnation, death, and resurrection of Christ is, collectively, a 
subversive act of creative imagination in which the divine creator made himself available 
and vulnerable to the world he created.203 Creativity scholar James Watkins writes that 
“one who patterns his creative work after the redemptive love of God in the incarnation 
may find one’s self involved in a risky and vulnerable endeavor.”204 The creative 
community can engage in this work of risk and vulnerability with confidence, however, 
acknowledging with the apostle Paul, “I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, 
so that the power of Christ may dwell in me. Therefore I am content with weaknesses, 
insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities for the sake of Christ; for whenever I am 
weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor 12:9-10). Theologian Thomas Reynolds observes that 
communion with God is embedded in relational vulnerability; the solidarity of the divine 
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is experienced through vulnerability.205 The creative community therefore is invited to 
risk imagining and creating, enacting hopeful subversion, fully trusting that the 
“alternative imagination” of God’s kingdom will ultimately prevail, “albeit through 
vulnerability.”206 
 The church is a creative community. This theological assertion is a formative 
concept that can cultivate kingdom imagination if affirmed, taught, reiterated, and 
internalized within the worshiping community. It is an ecclesial framework for faithful 
nonconformity that can be reinforced through recounting the narrative of Nehemiah, 
observing the ritual of corporate Scripture reading, and practicing the discipline of 
seeking justice. 
 
Narrative: Nehemiah 
 The narrative of Nehemiah, as written in the book whose title bears the 
protagonist’s name, can cultivate kingdom imagination if told, interpreted, and creatively 
engaged, in the creative community. Nehemiah’s story of rebuilding the holy city’s wall, 
penned as a memoir, is set in the era of a new temple and a well-established Persian 
rule.207 His account depicts a divinely authorized creative work of restoration undertaken 
by Nehemiah and a community of Jews. This Old Testament narrative is particularly 
pertinent to the creative community because it portrays human endeavor in light of divine 
purpose, presupposes risk and sacrifice, and tells an incomplete story. 
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 Dr. Goldingay succinctly captures the creative interdependence in the account; he 
states, “The building would not have been done without God, but it would not have been 
done without Nehemiah either.”208 He addresses this further, suggesting that Nehemiah 
and the other leaders may have been familiar with book of Zechariah and taken into 
account divine promises concerning the destiny of Jerusalem. This may have informed 
Nehemiah’s vision. “When God makes a promise,” Goldingay notes, “you don't 
necessarily just sit around waiting until God fulfills it in a miraculous way. On the 
contrary, the promise encourages you to take action because you know you are involved 
in an undertaking that fits into God's purpose and that God might therefore prosper. 
You're a bit like the little boy giving Jesus his loaves and fish.”209 The story’s constant 
emphasis on prayer further reminds the reader that there is a dual investment, human and 
divine, in this creative work. Nehemiah’s conviction that he is not working alone surely 
contributes to the relentless confidence on display throughout his account despite the 
opposition he faces.210 
 The narrative of Nehemiah is rife with danger. One scholar emphasizes the 
prominence and repetition of the Hebrew word “reproach” (cherpâh) within the text. He 
points out that the term reflects a sequence of opposition in the story first directed at 
Jerusalem and the survivors, then the builders, and finally Nehemiah himself.211 This is 
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not a safe endeavor for anyone involved. Nehemiah’s risk begins even at the outset of the 
story when he has to face the king. Beyond this, he faces hostility and resistance both 
within and without the community he seeks to restore and protect.212 Nehemiah, however, 
navigates this antagonism with wisdom and confidence centered in the assurance that this 
is God's endeavor, not simply his, or the community's. In response to accusatory inquiries 
he replies, “the God of heaven is the one who will give us success, and we his servants 
are going to start building” (Neh 2:20). This narrative reinforces the conviction that risk 
and vulnerability need not deter creative action; rather, the community that discerns the 
will of God and places its trust in the promise of its God can confidently act even if, and 
likely when, it is not safe. 
 The community’s sustained trust and resolute action ultimately succeeded. The 
community celebrated diminished opposition and the realization of God’s purposes in the 
completed project of a rebuilt wall.213 This is success; however, it is not resolution. A 
comprehensive reading of the story reveals an unfinished account of a people still in exile 
and reverting to destructive patterns of living.214 The story is far from over. Nehemiah’s 
memoir reflects the extended scriptural theme of redemptive eschatological process. The 
author sets the stage for a renewed hope; re-creation must begin again. As the creative 
community retells this story and looks back at this community that rebuilt the walls of a 
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holy city, perhaps it will look forward to the promise of a holy city to come and, 
“discerning that which is God’s will” (Rom 12:2), commit “to the common good” and 
echo in the present an ancient declaration, “Let us start building!” (Neh 2:18). 
 
Ritual: Corporate Scripture Reading 
 The ritual of reading Scripture in corporate settings can cultivate kingdom 
imagination if encouraged, observed, and celebrated in the creative community. The 
significance of reading Scripture orally as a community cannot be overstated. Several 
scholars have strongly argued for the importance of implementing this practice in the 
context of public worship.215 Corporate Scripture reading has abated in the church despite 
its consequence for Christian formation and its value for the creative community. 
 Dr. Goldingay and Dr. Daniel J. Block both lament the diminishing practice of 
oral Scripture reading in the church. Scripture is still a part of many Christian worship 
services; however, Block complains that its value is no longer communicated as it once 
was. Contemporary readings in worship are fragmented, stripped from their rich and 
broad literary contexts, and often denied thoughtful exposition.216 Block calls to memory 
the traditional practice of including large prominent pulpits in sanctuaries that convey, by 
their outstanding presence, the high value of Scripture. Many of these have been replaced 
with “nondescript and transparent stands.”217 Goldingay suggests that this decline in the 
value of Scripture is a reflection of the cultural adaptation of the church. He writes, 
                                                     
215 The authors referenced in this section are examples of this.  
 
216 Daniel I. Block, “‘That They May Hear’: Biblical Foundations for the Oral Reading of 
Scripture in Worship,” Journal of Spiritual Formation & Soul Care 5, no. 1 (Spring 2012): 6. 
 
217 Ibid.  
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“churches that, in theory, place considerable emphasis on Scripture and the gospel have 
actually lost touch with both of these and have assimilated to the culture of the world 
around them. . . . they have given up the reading of Scripture in worship.”218  
 “We must learn to know the scriptures again,” insists Dietrich Bonhoeffer.219 He 
is not talking here about deep exegetical readings. He is advocating long corporate 
readings consecutively read so that the whole of Scripture, in all its beauty, diversity, 
vulnerability, ambiguity, and multiplicity is ultimately represented, heard, interpreted, 
and engaged by the faith community.220 This is an appropriate expectation, as there is 
substantial precedent in the church for this type of corporate reading. Dr. Block surveys 
examples of this from within the Old Testament and offers support suggesting that the 
early church engaged its sacred texts aurally when gathered for worship.221 He then 
echoes Bonhoeffer’s insistence, exhorting the church to “devote more time to reading . . . 
large blocks of Scripture.”222 The dynamism of the text expects engagement with a 
community that reads and interprets, then rereads and reinterprets, the sacred text, 
                                                     
218 Goldingay, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther for Everyone, 20-21. Block also talks about the irony 
of churches that claim a high view of Scripture but demonstrate a low view. See Block, “‘That They May 
Hear’: Biblical Foundations for the Oral Reading of Scripture in Worship.” 
 
219 Bonhoeffer, Life Together, 54. 
 
220 Ibid., 50-57. On ambiguity and multiplicity as divinely approved aspects of Scripture, see 
Stafford, Theology for Disciples, 54-55. 
 
221 Block, “‘That They May Hear’: Biblical Foundations for the Oral Reading of Scripture in 
Worship.” Also see Luke Timothy Johnson, Scripture and Discernment: Decision Making in the Church 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996), 32-35. 
 
222 Block, “‘That They May Hear’: Biblical Foundations for the Oral Reading of Scripture in 
Worship,” 20. 
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drawing it into its own experience and continually discerning the community’s role 
within the redemptive narrative.223 
 The significance of this ritual for the creative community lies in Scripture’s 
invitation to enter into its mystery and participate in an epic narrative with an anticipated 
and celebrated conclusion. Bonhoeffer articulates the depths of this invitation: 
 [The scriptures] read and heard . . . set the listening fellowship in the midst of the 
 wonderful world of revelation of the people of Israel with its prophets, judges, 
 kings, and priests, its wars, festivals, sacrifices, and sufferings. The fellowship of 
 believers is woven into the Christmas story, the baptism, the miracles and 
 teaching, the suffering, dying, and rising again of Jesus Christ. It participates in 
 the very events that occurred on this earth for the salvation of the world, and in 
 doing so receives salvation in Jesus Christ. . . . we are the reverent listeners and 
 participants in God’s action in the sacred story, the history of Christ on earth. And 
 only in so far as we are there, is God with us today also.224 
 
The creative community that listens together to the sacred texts understands that “it is not 
our heart that determines our course, but God’s word.”225 Through that word, the creative 
community discovers its identity and ambition, for these penned compositions in their 
collective diversity are a dynamic autobiography of the church and a revelation of God’s 
purposes.226 The grand scriptural narrative testifies to a God who invites his people to 
share in what he has done and intends to do, to claim his story and his purposes as their 
own, and to participate in acts of creation and re-creation, beauty and restoration.227 This 
                                                     
223 See Johnson, Scripture and Discernment, 31-44; Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament, 
731-732. 
 
224 Bonhoeffer, Life Together, 53-54. 
 
225 Bonhoeffer, Life Together, 55. 
 
226 On Scripture as autobiography and revelation see Stafford, Theology for Disciples, 42-55. Also 
see Wright, Simply Christian: Why Christianity Makes Sense, 185ff. 
 
227 On the Word as an invitation for us to be agents of new creation, see Wright, Simply Christian, 
236. 
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is an invitation to a creative partnership between the creator and the created, 
imaginatively engaging the world in redemptive ways. 
 Dr. Gilbert Stafford offers a wonderful description of Scripture. He writes, “In 
Scripture we have the eternal word in the literary word so that we can experience the 
transforming word leading to newness of life.”228 In order for this eternal word to be 
experienced as the transforming word, the literary word should be read and heard in the 
creative community. 
 
Discipline: Seeking Justice 
 The discipline of seeking justice can cultivate kingdom imagination if elucidated, 
encouraged, and practiced in the creative community. Very few authors seem to identify 
justice as a spiritual discipline.229 Some suggest it is an outworking of the practice of 
other spiritual disciplines; in other words, spiritual maturity begets justice.230 The same 
result could be said for many of the disciplines, however. There is a mutually reinforcing 
relationship between spiritual maturity and the disciplines of the Christian life.231 It is 
logical to expect justice as a consequence of spiritual maturity, for the purpose of 
                                                     
228 Stafford, Theology for Disciples, 55. 
 
229 This research identified three individuals who addressed justice as a discipline. See Adele 
Ahlberg Calhoun, Spiritual Disciplines Handbook: Practices That Transform Us (Downers Grove, IL: 
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spiritual maturity is Christlikeness, and the testimony of Scripture is that the God of Jesus 
is a God of justice.232 Considering the reciprocity of practice and transformation, it is also 
logical to conclude that pursuing justice intentionally as a spiritual discipline can effect 
personal transformation. In other words, justice, understood as a spiritual discipline, 
begets spiritual maturity. When practiced in community, it also reinforces the identity of 
the church as a creative community. 
 Dr. Amy Stumpf advocates categorizing justice as a discipline. She contends that 
the act of calling justice a spiritual discipline redirects focus from felt personal 
responsibility for good causes to disciplined participation in the work of the “Good 
Shepherd.”233 Dallas Willard suggests that, to be considered a spiritual discipline, a 
practice must be an “[activity] of mind and body done to bring our whole selves into 
cooperation with the divine order, so we can experience more and more a vision and 
power beyond ourselves.”234 A worshiping community, therefore, engages in a spiritual 
discipline when it supports and enacts biblical justice as habitual practice in fidelity to the 
purposes of God. 
 Justice is at the heart of the eschatological purposes of God. Dr. Wright equates 
the term with the entire scope of God’s restorative plan.235 Theologian Dr. Steven Roy 
surveys the concept of social justice in Scripture and similarly emphasizes that 
                                                     
232 Bergler, From Here to Maturity, 41. On God’s justice, see for instance: Isaiah 30:18, Isaiah 
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“consummated justice” is an integral element of the divine telos and the grand narrative 
of its realization.236 The creative community is one that invests itself in active 
participation in God’s creative and redemptive work; this work is innately just.  
 The creative community that intends to implement the pursuit of justice as a 
discipline must discern what does and does not constitute biblical justice. This reinforces 
the significance of the community as one that must read, hear, and interpret Scripture. 
Thomas Reynolds captures a definition of justice worth contemplating. He declares, 
“Justice qualifies love’s availability in the direction of a restorative praxis of egalitarian 
sharing, a mutual edification that builds upon the value and dignity of all, not merely 
some. Hence the criterion of justice names, resists, and seeks to dislodge oppression and 
dehumanizing violence, not out of hatred, but in love.”237 Biblical justice is relational and 
restorative; it is motivated by love.238 Restorative justice necessitates action that 
confronts and resists principalities and powers that marginalize, oppress, and disrupt 
relationships between individuals and communities, and between the creator and the 
created.239 
 Pursuing justice necessitates imagination, vulnerability, and diligence.240   
The creative community that pursues justice as a “lifetime exercise” may consequently 
mature in these traits, even as it grows in anticipation, wonder, and affection for “all that 
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the new creation will be.”241 Martin Luther King Jr., in the sermon cited above, claims, 
“The hope of a secure and livable world lies with disciplined nonconformists, who are 
dedicated to justice, peace, and brotherhood.”242 This is why, in the creative community, 
“justice needs more than our passion, it needs discipline.”243 
 
Contemporary Implications: Anxiety 
  
 The ecclesial framework of the creative community resists and transforms the 
cultural malaise of anxiety. The language of the creative church celebrates vulnerability 
as a shared experience of humanity that facilitates interdependence, solidarity, and 
redemption itself; in this, perceived inadequacy is transformed into confidence in grace, 
awareness of possibility, and openness to love.244 The narrative of Nehemiah portrays 
confidence as a result of meaningful action in partnership with God himself and in light 
of his promises; this confidence is a stark contrast to the fear and helplessness often 
associated with anxiety. The ritual of corporate Scripture reading reveals identity and 
purpose to the creative community; the scriptural autobiography of the church directly 
confronts the fabricated narratives of scarcity and self-reliance that cultivate anxiety. The 
discipline of seeking justice envisions the world as God intends it to be and intentionally 
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engages in restorative action; affirmation of God’s telos precludes unpredictability, and 
disciplined action alleviates perceived lack of control. The creative community does not 
conform; it transforms. 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
 “Things can be different. Resignation is not an option.”1 These two brief 
sentences, penned by Dr. Jeremy Begbie, encapsulate the heart of this research. The 
intent of this work has been to engage in biblical, theological, and practical reflection in 
support of the following thesis: Worshiping communities can effectively engage in 
kingdom imagination, realizing the scriptural imperative of Romans 12 and emulating the 
precedent of the first century church, by adopting particular ecclesial frameworks, 
communal narratives, and formative practices that foster faithful nonconformity and 
kingdom transformation. Two distinct research tasks were undertaken in examination of 
this thesis. 
 The first research task was to identify the church’s call to live and act as faithful 
nonconformists within dynamic influential contexts. The following conclusions were 
made in response to this task. First, the influential context of the contemporary American 
church includes several cultural norms that have imprinted their ideologies upon the 
hearts, minds, and practices of Americans and, consequently, the American church. 
Individualism, competition, consumerism, and digital diversion are four such themes. 
Taken together, these have contributed to a pervasive sense of anxiety within society. 
Second, Romans 12:1-2 is a biblical imperative, exhorting a definitive commitment to the 
kingdom of God and its king, resolute resistance to passive cultural conformity, and 
faithful participation in the transforming work of God. Third, the first century Roman 
Christians exemplified Paul’s words through several imaginative, eschatologically 
motivated, subversions of imperial culture. 
                                                     
1 Begbie, “Looking to the Future: A Hopeful Subversion,” 167. 
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 The second research task was to delineate particular frameworks and strategies 
which can assist the church in actively pursuing its call to faithful nonconformity. The 
following conclusions were made in response to this task. First, based on this research, 
kingdom imagination is defined as a persevering commitment to nonconformity and 
transformation in dynamic contexts in fidelity to the will of God and the manifest 
trajectory of his kingdom; it is a decisively undertaken community endeavor that is Holy 
Spirit empowered, eschatologically motivated, and inherently creative. Second, 
worshiping communities can more faithfully realize their call to transformative 
nonconformity by adopting a formative strategy that integrates into the life of the church 
ecclesial frameworks that emphasize resistance and transformation. Finally, a praxis of 
kingdom imagination emerges in the implementation of ecclesial frameworks as 
formative concepts, narratives as formative constructs, rituals as formative customs, and 
disciplines as formative exercises.   
 This work proposed five ecclesial frameworks as formative strategies for 
cultivating kingdom imagination in the church. Particular narratives, rituals, and 
disciplines were suggested as practical methods of reinforcing each framework. 
Contemporary implications of each framework were briefly considered in order to 
demonstrate the effectiveness of these frameworks as strategies for nonconformity. It is 
important to note, however, that insofar as these frameworks represent an eschatological 
trajectory, their implications for culture will change through history and in dynamic 
relationship with shifting and complex environments. The intent here is to offer the 
worshiping community a strategic method for fostering faithful nonconformity, resisting 
influential cultural patterns, and participating in the transformative telos of the divine 
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king. Worshiping communities are encouraged to incorporate the five frameworks 
provided here into their corporate experience. There are, of course, numerous ecclesial 
adjectives, biblical narratives, rituals, and spiritual disciplines that remain unaddressed 
here and yet may foster kingdom imagination. Churches, therefore, are also encouraged 
to pursue additional frameworks, thoughtfully adapting the same strategy according to 
their own particular contexts, theological emphases, and divine callings.   
Jérôme Carcopino, renowned historian on Ancient Rome, writes: 
In this Rome . . . what most strikes the historian . . . is the swarming of her crowds 
at the feet of the imperial majesty, her fever for riches, the mantle of luxury which 
cloaks her wretchedness, the prodigality of those spectacles which pander to her 
sloth and stir up her lowest instincts, the inanity of the intellectual gymnastics in 
which her scholars waste their time, and the frenzy of carnal indulgence in which 
others stupefy themselves. But we must not let either the dazzling splendour or 
the sombre shadow hide the little flame – pale and flickering though it may be – 
which trembled in the souls of the elect, like a faint dawn.2 
 
The hope of this research is that the church, in every context and every era, might hear 
the words of Paul, remember the early Christians, discern the will of God, and ignite a 
slow fire across the landscape of culture, a fire that kindles the imagination of the world, 
that all hearts may discover what it means to declare that “this, rather than something 
else, is what it [looks like] when God [becomes] king.”3
                                                     
2 Carcopino, Daily Life in Ancient Rome, 140. 
 
3 N. T.  Wright, “Imaging the Kingdom.” 
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